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Shattered 


Author's Notes: 

Set in the Falling Again timeline. Not sure how far I'm going to take the plot yet -outline is still in the works - 
but there are lots of directions to explore, so l'm running with it. I'm basically building on what was implied to 
have happened in Falling Again during Reb's talk with Jeff (but wasn't featured, because that was designed to 
focus on George and Jeff's repair of what happened, not while they were apart). Coming off a breakup and 
looking at two guys from different places supporting each other, it's already pulling some of the same feel | 
took with Regrowth -but with a much different personality dynamic with Reb and Jeff than that with Don and 
Glenn. (There's gonna be a lot of tears.. and a lot of angst and feels, and some bittersweet moments.) Title is 
fusing song titles from Pull and Erase the Slate that felt relevant in nature. 


Jeff Pilson sat hunched over on the edge of the bed in the hotel room, looking down to the ground where the 
toes of his shoes contacted the carpeting as he listened to the showdown across the room. He heard Don 
yelling into the phone -every one of his words distinguishable, and the distorted yelling coming through the 


receiver was so wrathful that the garbled sound made it across to him too. 


Jeff couldn't make out enough words to know what Don was responding to, but he couldn't block his recognition 


of the unmistakable voice of George Lynch. That was more than enough to give him the gist of what it was 
about, and to not want to hear more. 


"If you thought that | would have said 'yes' after the agreement we made and after you tried to kill me, you 
would have already been mistaken," Don spat, "but you asked to come back in this band after everything you 
did -the fights with the crew, the things you broke on the bus because you had to throw them at me, and 
attacking Jeff on top of it all? And expected to be back and have any part of what you tried to sabotage 
before taking off? You're out of your fucking mind, George. NO. Hell to the fuck, NO! YOU WANTED OUT, YOU 
STAY OUT" 


With the few weeks they had left touring in the United States following George's departure, John Norum had 
filled the position After a month long break that everyone in the band had needed desperately, being 
completely drained and still numb from the tense weeks leading up to it, and the hangover that followed. Don 
couldn't have fairly questioned who -between himself, Mick, and Jeff -was more relieved to find out that John 
was onboard to go with them on their European tour, and that they wouldn't need to search for a new 
guitarist so soon after the fact. 


However, with his own projects to attend to, John warned that his position could not last beyond helping them 
in their emergency of needing a guitarist or breaking the tour schedule. They'd all expected and accepted that. 


What they had not expected was that George would call them the month after the fact, requesting to rejoin 
Don had vehemently rejected that offer with management -and even they wouldn't argue with Don's call, even 
with the loss of tour revenue in George's absence. Between the nature of George's last few months in the 


band, and the delivery of his request, nobody could blame the disorder on Don's temper. 


With management on his side, and with George having signed to leave the band, that had been nothing much 


worse than frustration. 


However, the lawsuit George was now slinging at them on the last few weeks of the tour for the shows they'd 
played without him was worse than that. The timing really couldn't have been worse, lining up with about the 
same duration left of the tour as they'd had the last time he'd put the band through the wringer with his 


departure. 
For Don, it was going through the motions of what he was long since used to. 


For Jeff, it was ripping open wounds that were barely scabbed over, and putting him right back where he'd 
been a few short months prior. 


Don could have dealt with the lawsuit on its own, handled through their management and attorneys to play the 
less friendly mediator. He would have still been just as pissed, he knew he was going to be choosing between an 
anxiety attack with heart palpitations or getting drunk to block it out at some point in the next few days, and 
he knew he'd have had plenty to say about George on top of what he already had. But he could have done it 
and been okay. Jeff might have been okay to bounce back, had it been that way. 


With George calling Don and Jeff in their hotel room and starting a screaming match after the last show of 
the tour -in the morning and less than an hour before the itinerary had them set to leave for the airport to 


head back to the United States -it was far from okay. 
And Don wasn't having any of it. 


Jeff was the little brother Don never had and never could have growing up in his situation. George, who had 
been much more and different than a brother to Jeff, had stood in the way of every move Don made to show 
how much he cared about Jeff in his way, and painted him as the villain to Jeffs cocaine paranoia-stricken 
eyes in the 80s. Jeff knew better coming back clean in the 40s, and now that the image had flipped -George 
had done what he'd done and left -there was no apology Don felt the need to make in looking out for Jeff. 


Never would Don forget the weeks around George's departure, as much as he wished to forget and tried to 
block out. Jeff had been in an agony so strong that Don felt overwhelmingly exhausted just seeing how he 
reacted to the pain. With the extreme to George's betrayal, it went far beyond regular heartbreak. To guess 
what pain Jeff actually felt was something Don couldn't do. It wasn't worth the anxiety and getting pulled back 
to old, bad memories and feelings. Getting the band back on track without meltdowns waiting to happen around 


every corner would sooner help them all. 


There was no way in hell he was going to let George get away with causing Jeff any more pain on his watch 
with the game he was playing now. Especially this soon. Jeff couldn't take it. He couldn't take it -none of them 
could in reality. Mick had been miserable, and the crew had had to deal with George in his completely out of 
control state. Don decided it wouldn't have mattered even if George had been better to him and hadn't gone 
for his throat with his bare hands. He'd had enough. 


Rolling his eyes as George went off on another round of incoherent, violent screeching about the things Don 
had done wrong -for sure, he'd have been throwing punches if he'd been there -Don turned to cast a sidelong 
look at Jeff and took in the sight of what the noise coming through the phone had done on its own, without 
Jeff and George having to speak directly. 


Jeff didn't seem to notice that Don was looking at him. His upper teeth were covering his lower lip, which he 
did not bite, but held tightly between his tongue and teeth -almost sucking it in. Despite the physical 
distraction, his lower eyelids were shiny with unshed tears against the light coming in the hotel window, and 


that was the last tipping point for Don. 


"Is he gone?" Jeff asked without even looking up as Don slammed down the receiver and ended George's verbal 


tirade. His voice was thick and up an octave higher from his normal speech pattern. 


He'd been doing so well with carrying on and not letting it drive him until this foo, Don thought to himself 
mournfully. It had been a few months since George left, and this was as bad as Jeff had been since the night 
he physically parted with them. He could see all the same, deep cracks, and just the slightest wrong touch 
would shatter him. Leave him in a pathetic condition right before they had to run through Heathrow to catch 


a flight home. 


"Yeah, Jeff; he's gone, and he's not coming back. I'll make sure of that. Mick will too. Heck, even Wyn will when 


it comes down to recording whatever we do next." 


Suddenly, Jeff's feet were no longer hanging over the edge of the bed, but were planted on the surface, and he 
had folded himself into the fetal position, burying his face over his knees. 


Don sighed and lugged Jeff's suitcase over to the door, then hoisted his own suitcase from the floor to set it 
on its wheels that were nearly useless for rolling in a straight path without a fight. A fight that would give 
him a much-needed distraction today, as much as he still despised the thought of it. 


And he tried to distract Jeff too, before he could come apart entirely. 
"Uggghh, what a mess. Ready to go home and start figuring out how the hell we're gonna clean this up?" 
"I thought it was over," Jeff murmured. "I thought we'd already taken care of it all and it was over." 


"We all hoped so. Buf, there are some people in this world who like to backstab, and some will drag everything 
out and never let it end. If no one were like that, we wouldn't be like this right now in the first place because 
we wouldn't have ever had a problem. Nobody would have made one. So as much as it sucks, it doesn't 


surprise me that he dragged this out too." 


Jeff didn't respond to Don's assessment. Whether it was out of annoyance of another reference to George, or 


not knowing how to respond, neither Don, nor even Jeff himself could truly figure out. 


He knew it really wouldn't have been truly over even if George hadn't been creeping around their back stairs 
again. They still had to find a permanent replacement for George for it to really be over, and that was going to 
be hard regardless. 


"Come on, Jeff, there's gotta be a way we can fix this." Don sank down on the end of the bed next to him. "Its 
not gonna put everything back or make it stop hurting overnight, but there's something we can do to work 


though it. He's not worth this." 
Jeff nodded. 


Don sighed again, because /ord have mercy -between dealing with George, having to see Jeff almost back where 
they'd started at the end of it all, and having to deal with it early in the day, the day after a late night show 


and right before throwing themselves into jet lag -it was so exhausting. 


"You didn't sleep much last night, Jeff. You need to sleep on the first plane, and | guess we'll make that step 
one. | mean it too; keep your reading put away until the second flight and go to sleep. You're gonna get sick and 


make it worse." 


He checked the time and glanced to the itinerary, more as means of shaking off the discomfort striking him 


than needing the information. 
"Our cab should be outside pretty soon, let's just get out of here now." The before someone tries the phone 
again’ was silently added. "We'll stop and make sure Mick's out of his room on the way down to make up for 


the extra time." 


Jeff finally lifted up from his knees. His face was dry, but his cheeks were flushed and his eyes were 
bloodshot from holding back tears. 


"| know we can fix it -we've been through worse and this is going to be fine, as stupid as it is," he insisted. 


He turned his head and looked up to meet eyes with Don -bewildered meeting knowing -with an uncomfortable 


pause. 
"IFs just that I've never really felt this before -this kind of feeling | have now. | know | can ignore this and fix 
it. Getting home and starting on the next record once we figure out who the hell we're going to get -the 
sooner we start that, the sooner itll happen, the sooner that itll be fine .but | just don’t want to. | don't want 
to do all that." 

Jeff leaned over to defeatedly rest his cheek on Don's shoulder. 

"| don't feel like doing anything, Don" 


Don smirked, and the weak attempt at a curt laugh caught in his chest with deep, old pain. 


I'd say that's a familiar story alright," he drawled sarcastically, tucking Jeff under his arm as he got up and 
they headed for the door and their luggage. "Welcome to my world, Jeff." 


Wanders the Streets 


Author's Notes: 

Second chapter and I've already had a few good crying fits.. which is about right for Falling Again timeline 
angst. As | feared, this story is becoming painful and cathartic very quickly for me, so I'll need to take certain 
chapters slow. There's a chance of some awkward upload gaps for this fic, and with other projects running too, 


its probably for the best all around. 


Reb Beach had a lot of experience with searching for bands and session projects to join 


Between the difference in the 80s and 40s, backed by his current search, he'd figured out for sure that it 
was a lot easier to catch word on bands with openings to consider, and in a pinch, find sessions to join when 
working with a producer that had taken a liking for one's skills. It was also a lot easier when grunge wasn't all 
but pushing metal out of the picture, and the space left for metal was being dominated by four, disgusting 


human beings who were half the reason he was in his place now. 


Finding even a session to hold himself to before getting with Alice had been nearly impossible without Beau Hill 


there to seek him out and throw his name around. Reb could dare to say he missed him too. 


It was eventually Kip and Paul's connections to Alice that helped him find his way. But now, as he resumed his 
search on a late evening at home, he might as well have been searching an open square mile field in pitch 


darkness for one specific blade of grass. 


Alice Cooper had been encouraging Reb to look at options for places to go, and Reb knew that with Alice's 
kinder form of tough love, it was really kicking him out of the nest -with a chance to secure a position 


elsewhere first. 


It was a good thing and Reb knew why Alice was doing it. Without it, he knew he'd gladly stay there and not 
look any further or move forward with his talents, just as he'd hung onto session work for the longest time 
and accepted it as where he was stuck for a time -before Kip Winger came screaming into his life and agitated 
him enough within his comfort zone to make him step out of it. He hadn't come out of it easily either; it had 


taken a few tries before he found enough common ground with Kip to get anywhere. 


Somehow, it all turned around in the end, and that led to the band that became Reb's ultimate joy and ultimate 


sorrow. 


It was unfair, seeing it lift off and thrive free of the usual culprits that tore bands apart as he experienced 
his dreams he thought were too far out to come true, and it had only taken a few darts to shoot them down, 
and subsequent TV jokes followed by the invasion of grunge to keep them from getting back up on the 


airwaves. Cruel rejection came from every angle until there was nothing left to do but accept it as over. 


And practically everything in the years that followed felt like rejection to Reb. He feared it even when it wasn't 
there. He feared it now from auditions looming in his near future when he had yet to find out who he would 


even be auditioning for -if he could. 


Yet, Alice's encouragement to look for a way forward did not feel like rejection That screamed louder than any 


other sign to him that it was for the best. 


It reminded him of Kip's tough love from the start, and something said that if Kip was with him, or at least 
able to talk to him -not in hiding from the public eye at home in Colorado, doing serious classical studying and 
composing on his own through a grief-stricken state of mind only exacerbated by the smaller tragedies 
stacking up before his massive, personal one -maybe Kip would have said the same as Alice on moving on. Reb 
tried to reassure himself with that much. 


He had felt the fear of rejection on a near-paralyzing level right before auditioning to be with Alice. The 
approval Kip had given him in response to his anxious rambles of his plans to audition, and his support in 
getting ready to do it were what Reb had to thank for having the nerve to stand on his own two feet before 
Alice with a guitar, let alone play and sing. Knowing the talent he had and having connections from the past 
hadn't been enough to keep him from being sick with fear on his audition day despite it. 


Now, it was different. He wasn't in as desperate a situation. He had everything he needed equipment-wise and 
life was stable. Enough time had passed that while he still harbored plenty of bitter feelings toward the 
disbandment of Winger, Reb could think about it to access his positive memories for a moment without them 
being immediately encroached on by the recent ones from the hard ending and immediately falling back into the 
pain of it. His nightmares came weeks -sometimes even full months -apart rather than coming every other 
night, and at least most of the time, he woke up with dry eyes and wasn't yelling out in the dark. He could 
laugh and play around in hotel rooms with Paul Taylor like it was the old days. With enough distraction, he 
could feel halfway normal. 


His fear was strongly present as he considered his next move, but it wasn't so strong that it trapped him in 
place. He could make the decision on his own. Not without turning around on it to think twice -or at least four 


times -before feeling confident in it, but he could. 


However, there was a part of him that felt lost. Part of him that wanted to hear the same go-ahead from Kip 
he had the last time, even though he knew that Kip would approve it if they could talk. He didn't need it to find 
his way, but it would have functioned like a pat on the back. Like a second pair of eyes on the map to confirm 
that the road he was turning down was going in the right direction. Like comfort from the fear and pain that 
still was there and all too real -and not from something bad in the past he was just thinking too hard on 


Alice and Paul could give him the same validation he wanted, and it would have helped, but it wouldn't have 


kept him from missing Kip, and with two years apart, he was beginning to feel less ashamed in admitting it. 


Reb was sick of feeling like he needed to be ashamed, but he did. Paul and Alice being there to root for him 


should have been enough to keep him from feeling lost, alone, and going forward without knowing where he was 
going and what he was getting into, but it didn't stop him from having moments when there might as well have 
been no one with him at all. It especially felt shameful because Paul had been there for him, and Paul had gone 
through a tough time too. Even having left at the best time -only seeing the start of when things turned 
nasty, rather than living the full speed of the downward spiral in the last few months that comprised John's 
entire experience -Paul had struggled. He'd been burnt out, and the damage done was enough to make it 


difficult for him when he'd gotten back with Alice just as Reb was taken into his fold. 


Paul had some remaining things to recover from beside him too. For the most part, they'd supported each 

other, but Reb doubted he'd ever shake the guilt he had over the times he'd unintentionally overwhelmed Paul 
with how upset he was. He'd have done anything to erase the night he'd come down from a high fever back to 
lucidity to his throat raw from screaming, Alice's soothing whispers, and the helpless look in Paul's red-rimmed 


eyes. 


By chance, with some phone calls, Paul had given him a flashlight for his search. It was small and weak, but 


there was one possibility for sure out there. 


He knew that Dokken was looking for a guitar player, and Reb was a Dokken fan, which had prompted him to 
make some phone calls to Geffen record management and find out how he should contact the band. George 
Lynch had always been spectacular to Reb with his soloing and overall presence onstage; he'd crossed paths 
with them before, and in the short interactions he had, Mick Brown was a riot, and Jeff Pilson hadn't made one 


unkind move toward anyone, and wouldn't that be a cool experience to have a part of it, at least for awhile.. 


But George's presence was far different from his own, and maybe it was reaching too far. George's style was 
much dirtier in both tone and structure than the clean, highly-trained one that Reb had adopted with his 
years in music school, and it was an old, comfortable habit that wouldn't just die hard -it wasn't going to die 
unless it took him with it. And between George being a full-out guitar god and as cruel as fans could be to 
replacements, surely it would be hard enough without being from the band that it seemed the whole world had 
decided to hate.. 


Still, Reb mused, it would ultimately be up to the rest of Dokken to decide who could do it. Probably not him; 
there were plenty of others out there who could have flawlessly copied George's style. Going there for the 
sake of it carried the risk of another rejection and strengthened fear with it. But, it seemed to him that 


expecting rejection from the start made the fear less. At least it couldn't come as a shock. 


Or, he could end up being chosen. Dealing with the rejection of fans was a harder thing to move past, and even 


more likely to dig up old pain- 


But there wont be any chance if | don't audition If | try out and decide | dont want to take the gig, | can still back 


out from joining. But | know I want if, so why am | even..? 


“Alright, Reb," he grumbled to the empty room around him, casting a bitter glare at the letter paper before 
him. "What are you even doing? That's enough; we're doing this. Not going to bed until.” 


Five hours later as the clock reached 3:30 in the morning, six crumpled drafts of his offer to audition littered 
the tabletop, and at the distance of a ten minute drive away, Reb stood at the drop-off mailbox outside the 
post office. It was deserted in the darkened stillness of the night, and the fog that began to set in the early 
morning air dulled out all the small motions in the otherwise still dark. Nobody saw him slip the envelope in 
with shaking hands and his heart in his throat. By morning, it would look as though nothing had happened, but 


Reb knew it was happening now, and was very, very real. 


Without having to be collected from the neighborhood, it would go out in mere hours when the office opened 
for the day. It would be on one of the first trucks out. 


There was a chance he'd face a response, the first chance of rejection, in a week And if he made it that far, 


then he'd face it a second time at auditions, whenever that time would be. 


The fear ran strong, but by the time Reb made it home, he was crashing off the adrenaline rush of sending 


off the letter and making a move he couldn't reverse. 


Exhausted from a day, and most of the night home alone with no company aside from his running inner fears, 


he fell out in bed and slept dreamlessly. 


Ive Already Gone Crazy 


Author's Notes: 

| had most of this one written before the previous chapter, so it came quick.. The next might be awhile 
though, because it's gonna be painful, and this one already was. Writing a bitter Reb who is emotionally numb 
and paranoid is one of the hardest things I've done with Winger so far by an emotional standpoint (there are a 
few one-shot WIPs | have related to this storyline that are up there with it though). He's got the curse of a 
sensitive person going at the end -the one time you can trust yourself not to get wound up on something, no 
one else trusts you! Cold and detached Jeff (and the Dokken guys detached in general) was also hard, but 
Falling Again set the bar high for him. As for his situation with Mick, its already over and won't be a main 
focus, but it will have important points in the plot -and fairly soon. 


If moving forward was supposed to be the key to feeling better about the damage George had left in his wake, 
it took Jeff very little to figure out that it wasn't going to start working until after auditions were over and 
Dokken had officially found a new guitarist. 


The appointments were painful. In the studio building, three-hour blocks were set through the day to hear out 
six different guitarists who were camped out in separate, small offices on the hallway for each one. Except for 
the last, which hadn't filled up fully, and Jeff was glad, because he was ready to be done after the first two 
auditions of the day. 


The first three hour session from nine to noon, to which everyone -not just the guitarists, but Don, Jeff, and 


Mick had moaned was too early to be making such a decision -had been a strikeout. 


Jeff wrote down one obscure name that was the best of the group, just in case they did no better, and 
dismissed the session with the promise to the one they'd let him know whether he got it or not. But he wasn't 
thrilled, and with the knowing stare Don gave him through half-lowered eyelids, Don knew Jeff didn't like any of 
it either. 


They had less offers to show up between one and four, and that period had been even worse. Five guitarists, 
once again copying George as best as they could, but being later in the day for guys used to staying up late 
for night gigs, they were more energetic, and apt to being vocal about all the tricks they could pull -dd you 
notice that pinch harmonic like the sick stuff George does?- and how they could play so that nobody would know 


the difference on the next album release. 


It wasn't that anyone of who they saw was a bad guitarist. Some of them probably had their own, good and 
unique styles too -Jeff was sure. But all of them chose to show how they could recreate the style of one of 
the greatest guitar gods of the 1980s metal scene, and the line between displaying it in an honest show of 
wanting to help the band continue with their distinctive sound and just showing off as a matter of pride was 


so blurred that it made Jeff's head spin. 


He wanted to puke. Either that, or smack the next person he heard go on about George. 


By the time he, Don, and Mick were returning from a too-tense and quiet walk into town for dinner, waiting for 
the next session to begin from seven to nine with only three auditions expected to show, they were all over it. 
Jeff was getting himself very comfortable with the idea of blowing a fuse with the thought of having to hear 
one more. Either he'd run outside and run around the parking lot like the madman he ran with a bass as 
onstage to deal with the restlessness building inside himself, or he would actually go digging through the 
building utility closet, find the electric panel, and shut everything supplying power to the amps in the studio 
down if he had to hear one more person give a speech on how they'd spent however many hours over 
however many years learning the dirty vibrato licks because George Lynch is one of the best in the whole 


world.’ 


"| don't want anyone like who we've seen," he finally spat out, breaking the silence in the room. "I dont want a 


clone of George. Especially not right now." 


"You don't?" Don raised his eyebrows and cocked his head, then snorted at his own sardonic humor. "That's 


nice. Neither do |." 


"| could do with a change of pace myself," said Mick softly. "The style didn't do too much for us the last time 


around anyway." 
"Nice to know you're on my side, Mick," Jeff muttered with no feeling at all 


Unlike his usual loud and rambunctious self, Mick bowed his head and sat looking down to his lap with the same 
look of shame and discomfort half his interactions with Jeff ended with as of late. He understood fully why 
Jeff might have felt otherwise -like everyone immediate to him had turned against him -and he had his part 
in it. 


The last three months hadn't just been bad with the George situation He and Jeff had their own situation to 
sort out, and they'd let it hang in an uncomfortable balance. No fighting had come about, but there hadn't been 
much speaking. It had mostly been very cold and detached. Jeff knew that Mick was stricken with shame and 
horror, and Mick knew that despite his calm demeanor, Jeff really felt like pounding him -and accident or not, 
he deserved it. Maybe if it hadn't been for George's physical attacks on Don, and the one on himself, Jeff 
would have felt better just sucker-punching Mick and getting it over with so they could start talking again, but 
he couldn't do that. 


It was one whole clusterfuck planted in the middle of George's revolt, attempting to destruct the band with 
lawsuits when his attempt with Shadowlife had failed, and if George had one unexpected ally in the war he'd 
started, it was Lisa Pilson 


In hindsight, it hadn't been a wise plan Jeff already knew his marriage was in trouble with his being away and 
drifting apart. In an attempt to fill the gap George had left and save his home relationship, Jeff had tried the 


method of bringing family on the road -which wasn't unheard of, and not too hard in the rather dull touring 
life he led now compared to the heyday of Dokken Maybe more time together and having some adventures 
around Europe in between shows would be the key to closing the forming chasm, and maybe it would give him 


something to focus on other than George's absence. 


Instead, it was a fiasco, and it only sped up the breakup process. Jeff wouldn't have minded it so much if Lisa 
had been sleeping around with the other bands they'd traveled with when she'd begun declaring they'd already 
broken ties before she and Jeff decided officially on those terms. 


Leading on Mick Brown to think it was over and seducing him was crossing a far more serious line. And with 
old party habits that died hard, Mick believed her without question and took the bait. Entering the back lounge 
of the bus to the aftermath in the morning had been far more unpleasant to wake up to than any cocaine- 
paranoia induced nightmares Jeff had suffered in the past. Don might as well have been the only person within 
a thousand miles that Jeff could trust a hundred percent to not hurt him further, and that was saying a lot 
when Don's snide tongue was like a knife fresh off the grindstone since George's lawsuit slinging had begun. 


Don held up three sheets of printed paper he'd used the brand spanking new computer the studio office had 
just acquired to type up neatly, and gave Jeff a scheming side-eye. 


Rejection letters to the ones they'd decided had definitely been far too full of themselves to consider further 


at the afternoon session 


"Feel like signing them and sending them off yourself?" he offered. "You can do the honors, or there's one for 


each of-" 


"No." Jeff sighed and stood up, deciding that he needed to at least briskly walk around the parking lot before 


the evening torture could begin. "You enjoy it, Don The two of you had more trouble over the years anyway." 
With that, he stalked out of the room. The exterior door on the hallway sounded a moment later. 

Don heard Mick gulp. 

"Mick, do you want to sign any of them?" Don's mouth creased into a frown and the light left his eyes. 
"Nuh-uh." A moment later, Mick stood up and walked down the hall. Don knew he was going to the small lounge 
to mix up a drink that would knock an ordinary person out on their back, but at best would only make Mick 
feel floaty. 

He sighed and tossed the papers down unsigned on the office desk The momentary sense of fun in shutting 
down someone with an overzealous ego like George had disappeared with Jeff and Mick's rejection of it, and he 


didn't feel like signing them anymore either. 


Jeff ended up walking around two city blocks, taking a pace just under a run and watching his back for the 


first round of evening drunks as he moved about the streets in the fading light. The stir-crazy sensation, as 
well as the agonizing feeling that he'd sat around all day and gotten nowhere began to fade, just as he looped 
around to the parking lot where he'd started. 


As he walked through it to get to the external staircase, he saw familiar figure -tall, slim and with long hair 


getting out of an older subcompact car with a guitar bag 

"Is that Reb Beach | see arriving?" he called out. 

At the sound, Reb jumped as though he might have been electrocuted, taking a death grip on the car door. 
So much for getting here and being calm. 


"Look, if you're here to say you're not sure about having someone like me because I'd look uncool, you might 
as well tell me straight up and I'll leave," he snapped, closing the door and leaning flat against it on the outside. 


Jeff took a step back and cringed with confusion. 


"No, | just saw you arriving and thought I'd say hello? And maybe -if | could -since | knew him and | know 
you've been working with him, | was going to ask how Paul Taylor's doing?" 


"Paul?" asked Reb, trying to disguise how stupid he felt for snapping immediately in defense when it seemed 
there hadn't been any reason to at all as he uneasily dropped his guard. "Actually, he's doing well. He's been 
happier lately than he has in awhile. He had a hard time with the touring and left Winger before it all fell apart 
and did some TV stuff. Ended up back with me in Alice and struggled a little to get back with the speed at 
first, but he and | were alright by the end, and | think he's about to get a better deal with TV writing now if 
he takes it" 


"That's good. Actually, really great for him -l didn't know he'd moved into TV, but | heard he tried to do 
something out of the touring industry, and | could see him having fun with that. So, | knew you're auditioning 


and | see you made it here early." He paused, looking uneasy. 
"Reb, how are you?" 


Reb sighed and shifted his guitar bag strap up on his shoulder as the rush of adrenaline began to drop off and 
his arms turned into shaky, heavy deadweights at his sides. 


"If you're not gonna take it the wrong way, nervous as fucking hell," he admitted. "But that's pretty much 


everywhere and anytime lately -it won't stop me from doing whatever." 


"No, no," assured Jeff. "Nothing wrong with being nervous before an audition -we're a little stressed up inside 
too, and | know you guys have been through it. It's good to see you here for that too, as well as Paul -you 


know, it's tough, but you're all still fighting it" 


"Yeah." Reb pulled away from the safety of the car and took a step toward Jeff with the realization he wasn't 
going to make jabs at Winger. "I've had better days, but it's not terrible anymore now, and -we did all realize it 
would have been just as bad if we'd tried to keep going together. Leaving it when we did is probably why l'm 


doing better now. Just, ending it and knowing the struggle | was going to go through because of it was probably 
been the hardest thing I've had to do." 


‘lm sorry," Jeff murmured. "We had to stop with internal things, but with it coming from the outside, that 


must've been-" 


"No, please don't” Reb startled. It wasn't that it upset him. The unexpected kindness was just striking something 
deep inside him that was still raw. "| don't want to be pitied -l'm okay now, and | shouldn't be going there 
before | audition like this. But | get that you understand, so thanks for that." 


Jeff nodded, knowing why Reb might not take well to that approach, and started to turn to head up. 
"Hey, Jeff?" 
He turned back around. "Yes?" 


"Just wanted to say thanks to you guys for letting me come here tonight too. You would know that some guys 


out there wouldn't want anything to do with me because-" 


‘It's fine, Reb." Jeff tried to smile -more as means of easing the fright in Reb's eyes -but something painful 
hit right in his chest where he'd felt impact mere months ago, and he winced instead. "I'm headed up -you can 
come in with me and I'll get you set up in a room where you can kind of do whatever you need to get ready 
until it's time. Practice, get in a calm space, whatever. The lounge is down on the left end of the hall if you 
need something to drink or anything like that, and just let us know if there's something else you're looking for. 
l'm interested to hear what you've got." 


For the first time all day, Jeff felt like he really did mean it too -and wasn't just saying it to be nice. Reb 
followed him up the stairs, and Jeff showed him into an office and where the wall plugs were if he wanted to 
plug in an amp and practice before meeting back up with Don and Mick. 

"You bring someone else up with you?" asked Don 


"Yeah." 


"We got another who cam while you were gone in another room, and we're still waiting on one more. If he 


arrives before the top of the hour, | say we just start early so we can get the hell out of here.’ 


"Yeah," said Mick. "Oh, boy, have | had enough." 


However, between his talk with Reb and the reassurance that they only had half as many to hear out as 
before, Jeff felt that maybe it wouldn't be too bad. There was a chance he wouldn't completely lose his mind 
before the end of the night. 


Reb's turn to audition came second, and after he'd quickly taken a chance to run his fingers over the hardest 
Dokken riffs he'd learned, he spent most of his time waiting with his fingers pushed into his ears and humming 
to warm up his voice so that he couldn't hear the sound that leaked down the hall from the insulated 
recording room and begin comparing himself to his competition Whoever owned the studio building, Reb was 
glad they'd let Dokken use the side offices. Standing in the hallway in plain sight next to his competitors waiting 
to audition for Alice had been awful. 


"Any questions before you have at it on the floor?" asked Don. 


"Not from you that | can think of yet," said Reb, plugging his guitar in and lightly tapping his fingertip on a 
string to see that it was connected. "| was going to ask the same thing -if you need me to say anything.” 


"Well, how about you tell me what made you decide to try out? Tell me about yourself and why Dokken spoke 
To you" 


"| guess the opportunity looked good" Reb felt his stomach drop and hoped he wasn't turning red in the face 
or getting ready to stutter, being on the spot to explain something he hadn't thought of how he would. "I'm 
trying to get back to a more guitar-involved band after being in the shadows for awhile -anything that works 
around a definitive riff and soloing is how | tend to play naturally -and Dokken has always been guitar-heavy. 
I've always considered myself a big fan and know the songs, but being realistic, my style in terms of how | 


sound is -it's really not like George's at all." 


"Yeah, | think | can gather that, knowing where you're from." Don nodded as he fixed Reb with a look that made 
him feel like he was under a microscope -squinted eyes, tight lips that made his jaw look clenched. Skepticism? 
Or just thinking on it? The plunging feel in his stomach ramped up, squeezing everything tightly. There was a 
look to Don that told him what he said could make all the difference, good or bad. Like the floor underneath 


him was ice, and one wrong word would send him through it. 
"I can play the songs, but the way | play them is going to be a little different because | don't really try to 
mimic the George Lynch style -l adapt things to my own style -and if that's not what you guys are looking 


for, I'm not gonna argue with it. I'm here to give it a shot, and I'll find out." 


Don raised his eyebrows and looked to Mick, who also sprang a surprised look that Reb wasn't quite sure what 


to make of. 
"Whenever you're ready, have at it, Reb," said Jeff. 


Reb stepped back, and once his pick made contact with the strings, he was in an entirely different world. He 
couldn't remember at the end of it which songs he'd played the riffs and solos for. All he could remember as 


he came out of the last one, extending a fadeout solo with an improvisation of his own was trying to catch his 
breath without letting his shoulders and chest heave visibly, and feeling the flash of heat rise to his face, 
then immediately drain with a dizzying sensation 


"That's enough," said Don. "Before you knock yourself out on our floor." 


Shaking his hair back from his face and managing a quiet ‘thank you' before unplugging his guitar, Reb slipped 
quietly from the room before his arms could go completely heavy and shaky again 


"Do we even need to hear the last one?" asked Mick, once Reb retreated to the office he'd hidden away in 


"Given we know the last guy isn't John Norum, if you want the truth, no," said Don. “But, we'd better, just so 


we don't risk having one more guy out there on our case if he opts to get a snoot full over it." 

Jeff stepped out before the very end of the last audition, taking off on another walk outside. By the time he 
returned, there was one less unfamiliar car in the parking lot, which told him that whoever was left after Reb 
had been given his rejection straight to his face, as Jeff expected he would. 


He would have rejected him too, but he didn't want to be there to deliver it. 


"So." Don was waiting for Jeff inside the side door at the top of the exterior stairs when Jeff came back in 


"Do you want to talk to Reb with us?" 

"Yes. l'm up for that." 

Reb was sitting in the desk chair when they opened the door, guitar packed up in its bag, looking down to his 
lap where he clasped his hands together, and pushing himself with his feet to turn the chair back and forth in 
a slow, steady, nervous rhythm. He flinched and looked up when the door hinge screeched at the half-open 
point, and stood up, poised to snatch his guitar and run. 

"Good or bad news -you can tell me straight up." 

"Well, it's all relative as far as what kind of news it is, Reb, so you're gonna have to decide for me." Don walked 
in, followed by Mick and Jeff, and sat down on the edge of the desk once Jeff closed the door. "Does playing 
and writing in Dokken sound like good news to you?" 

"Is that what you're offering me? Is it -did |..?" 


If you want to. You're above everyone else we've considered, so the moment you call it, you have it." 


Reb sat back down in his chair, staring at Don in bewilderment, then making quick glances from him to Jeff, to 
Mick, and back again. 


"You don't believe it?" asked Mick. "Man, it's a wonder the poor guy after you had anything left to plug into 
after you tore all the amps up in there!" 


"You did really well” Jeff nodded encouragingly. 
"I just didn't think you guys would want me because my technique is so different, from.." Reb trailed off. 


"Tell you what," Don challenged, leaning forward and putting a hand on his hip. "How about you look at it this 
way -maybe we dont want someone who's just like George, or someone who's only concerned with copying him. 
Ever think of that?" He tapped the side of his temple and gave Reb an unnerving side eye. 


"N-no?" He shook his head and internally cursed the break in his voice. "I guess | didn't" 


"Well, we didn't see too many people today who weren't afraid of playing things a little differently, or taking a 
different style to it, so you brought the right ammunition” 


Before Reb could stop himself, the biggest fear he had from the time he'd even thought about the audition 
ripped itself from him. 


"IF | join, it won't cause a problem for you guys with the fans, will it? Are they going to be throwing shoes up 


onstage at me because l'm not.. -you know?" 


If the words that sprang out had worded his fears exactly, it wasn't shoes Reb had seen being thrown in the 
nightmare he'd had the night before -and a good number of his nightmares in his first months with Alice -but 
he was trying to break the fast path his mind was linking together right back to where his troubles had 
started, and his efforts to block it out had worked some there. Shoes, darts, same difference. Shoes would 
make more sense in an amphitheater anyway, and Reb wondered if he was finally starting to get somewhat 
better from his trauma when he could begin to laugh at the same dreams that harassed him, because what 


average person carried darts in their pocket to a concert anyway? 


That was what he hoped and tried to make himself think, anyway. He knew well enough that if he were really 
getting better, he'd stop having the nightmares entirely. 


He'd had so many of them that they no longer woke him up with a shock. Wore on his nerves on a 
subconscious level to play on his nerves later, yes. Effected him immediately, no. He felt the effects of them 
later, but he no longer felt the pain after years of it being everyday life. Reb couldn't remember what it was 
like to not expect the possibility of having a nightmare on any night. 


"Look, there's not gonna be anyone throwing shoes on our stage -at anybody -because of you. Anyone who 
does can fuck off," said Don. "We have security at the venues for a reason, and if they're going to be there, 


they can make themselves useful for once and haul them out." 


"Man, there's the beauty of having a smaller crowd than we used to! Not as big of a mosh to get through, 


security sees exactly who did it and knows where to go, aaaaannnd GONE!" Mick clapped his hands together 
loudly to further accentuate ‘gone’ and exaggerated the motion with his left hand approaching impact, as so to 
fling his right arm out afterward in a firm point at the door. "Busted!" 


The corner of Reb's mouth hitched up nervously. 
"You know, | think if they just try listening, most of them won't have a problem at all" Jeff took the high road. 


"And even if someone does, it's their problem," said Don. "And if they try to make a problem for us, it's also 
their problem for being an idiot coming to a concert just to be obnoxious because they can, alright? You 


cannot let stupid people dictate you -you can't please everyone in the music industry, Reb. Don't try to, ‘cause 


it'll kill you." 


Reb took a moment to try and translate Don's words back to ones Kip had told him before -in less biting 
terms than the ones Don was trying to strike away his fears with. They did help, but deciding was so hard 


with the pressure of three pairs of eyes on him, waiting his response. 
"Yeah -and don't think | want to let them scare me off, because | don't. Give me a second to think on this-" 


"If you need a few nights to think in it, that's cool," said Jeff. "Maybe try to get back to us by the end of the 
week at the latest." 


Reb sighed with relief. "I promise I'll call in three days at the latest -just so | don't overthink it” 


Jeff turned around and walked down the hall to leave Reb to pack up and head home, finding himself with Mick 


and Don hot on his heels. 
Don hissed. "Now Jeff, this has already gone on all day long -why are we gonna let this drag out any longer?" 
His voice sounded exasperated, but his tense facial expression looked more angry than anything else. 


"Don't kill me." Feeling a shock in his chest that started his heart pounding, Jeff held up both hands as if he 
was staring down a firing squad. The last time one of his bandmates had directly sent him such a venomous 
look, he'd ended up pinned to the wall of the bus, and it was too soon to shake off all the fear he had left 

from it, and with Don and Mick staring him down, he only felt further for Rebs indecision in front of them. 


"Give him that much time. He thought we were going to jump on him from the start and we told him we 
wouldn't -this counts too. Let him have a chance for that to sink in. We're not the only ones in this building 
who haven't had it easy lately. He's not the only one of us who would need longer to decide -all of us would if 


it were us" 


Mick uneasily met Jeff's eyes, and slowly closed them with a nod in understanding. This is just one way Im 


trying to make it right for you, it said. 


"We'll let the other know that he's on a backup list," he told Don. "It's only one guy. Jeff, if you want to go 


home, you can get the fuck out of here now. | know this hasn't been easy." 


Jeff couldn't give into the impulsive urge he had to spring forward and hug Mick for that with the cold 
barrier still between them, but he nodded his acceptance and didn't wait for any further permission. He packed 
up and had just exited to the parking lot as he saw Reb driving off. With the same sigh of relief, he got to his 
car and left just as fast, pondering life in Dokken with someone who was nothing like George Lynch taking on 
lead guitar. 


And after the way life had been in the last year, he wasn't against it at all 


If there was one thing Reb was grateful for about the moving around he'd been through with joining Alice, it 
was that he was only a couple of hours from his Dokken audition, and in the opposite direction from home, just 
under an hour from Paul. 

As soon as he was in the door from his two hour drive home, Reb had the phone in his hand, and he was 
staring down his backpack he usually brought to the studio for nights he ended up camping out there set down 
by the front door, and he was ready to throw it in the car so he wouldn't forget it if he hauled out far 


earlier in the morning than he preferred to wake up. 


When Paul didn't answer his phone at home, on a whim, Reb called the studio, and got answered on the first 


ring. 
"Hello?" 

"Paul? Why are you in the studio at Il:30-" 

"Alice said | could work on one of my own demos, and l'm finishing up. How'd your audition go?" asked Paul. 


"It went well,” said Reb, feeling his heart flutter because saying that felt surreal enough. "Uh, | have a decision 
to make that.. Paul, are you busy tomorrow? Could we maybe talk about it if you have the time?" 


"You know what? Give me about five minutes -there's one last point edit | want to make on this track -do you 


want to come here and camp out, or do you want me to come to you?" 


‘Im fine going there -l'm probably along the road home for you, but don't look too hard if you come here. It's 
a little messy because | was a litte preoccupied with getting ready." 


Reb could hear a grin spring into Paul's voice. 


"What, dishes piled up in the sink and laundry basket full? Unmade bed? Papers open all over counters? Amps 
and tracks in the middle of the floor? Show me something | haven't seen before, Reb. You're not auditioning 


with me." 


Reb let himself laugh off the nerves -he had to admit, that was silly. Except under the feeling that the whole 


world was still looking for him to do one thing less than perfect and jump on him the moment he did. 


"Tell you what -l'Il come over there, unless you want to follow me home. This is probably gonna be the last 


night we're camped out together for a long time, so we might as well spend the whole night," said Paul. 
Reb couldn't argue with that as another reality fully hit home. 
Ill be ready for you over here." 


Reb got an hour to clean up in the kitchen before Paul arrived, and he shut his bedroom door to hide the 
neglected chores of the past couple of days. He knew it would stay shut and he wouldn't venture into it again 
for the night. 


For a moment, as he checked the hall closet to see that he had fresh bedding available to put on the couch 
and set up a place on the floor too, Reb let himself bask in pleasant flashbacks of everyone meeting in one 


apartment for last-minute rehearsals and touch-up sessions on the nights the studio wouldn't let them stay in 


late. 


The night he and Kip stayed with Paul, less than twenty-four hours of Paul's return from his last gig with 
Alice Cooper in the 80s. The two nights after Rod officially joined, before Paul could get a break between 
shows to meet him that Rod spent with Reb and Kip at their tiny place, practicing and getting to know each 
other. Staying up until 4:00 in the morning, talking, playing, and freaking out over waking the neighbors until 
they were all laughing and shushing each other for that too. 


For a moment, everything was right in the world, and then he was back in the current, living world by himself. 
Waiting for Paul, knowing that Kip wasn't coming tonight no matter how badly either of them wanted him there 
or missed him. 


And he missed Rod too. A lot. 


Paul's arrival helped knock the emptiness down -the emptiness that no longer left Reb writhing in pain, but 
simply exhausted. He filled the open space, and his friendly, playful presence banished the quiet. 


By the time they were sitting at the kitchen table, getting through talking about the audition and Reb's nerves 


had eased, he could comfort himself with his imagination. 


He didn't see it and knew it wasn't real, but he could imagine Rod sitting beside Paul -could imagine him scolding 


Paul for one of his over-the-top jokes or giggling at him. He could imagine Kip making funny faces and 


exaggerated imitations of his nerves before and after the audition, likely walking around the kitchen, knees 


slightly bent and hanging his arms limply at his side with twitching fingers to suggest the nervous tremors. 


He had a good enough idea of how it would be if they could all be there -even if they couldn't play together 
for the time being. 


“Alright, all that aside.. whew!" Paul wound down from a particularly naughty tangent they'd gone off on. "Are 
you gonna take the gig?" 


"| have mixed feelings. Like | did when | signed up -it's the same old with performing as it was with Alice, and 
Dokken is bigger than that with who l'm replacing." Reb bugged his eyes in thought. "I'm not sure what to make 
of all them. Jeff was nice to me, and Mick seemed cool. Don's a little peculiar, but so was Kip at the start, so | 
can't come down on him for that. Getting comfortable with them all is gonna be a big thing if | do.” 

"Well, that'll be a matter of time. Working with them will help, and maybe hang out some too of they will. | 
don't know, we didn't get a chance to have much experience with them, before they broke up the first time, 
but Mick sounds like a lot of fun," said Paul. "I wouldn't mind just hanging out with him for the sake of it 
someday. 


‘Of course you wouldn't," Reb snorted. "If you're not burnt out, you're always the wild one with no in between" 


"At least that's one thing about me that hasn't changed with everything that has." Paul snorted. "Oh, boy, 
that's scary." 


"What is? In particular -| think the easier question is what isn’t scary." 
"Just how much you and | have changed since the start. Especially since we've been with Alice.. 


Paul winced and leaned his forehead on his hands, and for a moment, Reb really could see the scary changes 
over the years beneath the familiar features that stood out most to him about Paul, masking the others. 


"Damn, those first few months were really hard, Reb." 


Reb swallowed and looked down to the table, studying the fine wood grain pattern in the surface. "I know they 


were. I'm sorry.” 

"No reason to be sorry either -you couldn't control what happened. That's the one thing I'll say with. Yes, 
joining Dokken is probably going to set you back a little in terms of comfort, and | wouldn't tell you to avoid it 
for that, but if its gonna put you back at square one loosing sleep and just drifting through the day-" 


‘Oh, no it won't," murmured Reb. "I don't know if | can physically do that again anyway.” 


"As long as it's not gonna do that to you, you'll be okay." Paul's hand came down on his arm. 


"Paul, what was it like before Alice, playing in that group with Jeff Pilson?" 


"You're asking about how Jeff was?" Paul looked up to the ceiling, grinned, and looked back down to shake his 


head. 


"That guy. Never stops moving and he doesn't have a mean bone in his body. We had too much fun together - 
drove our bandmates crazy because we would act crazy all the time. And you saw him when we were with 
Dokken for a couple months last year; he's really a great guy. Gotta watch out when he's hyper or of you're 
having a bad day, because he's a hugger and he might sneak up and attack you with it when you're not ready. 


Or maybe he's outgrown some of that, but | wouldn't count on it being entirely gone." 

Reb groaned. "You probably made enough trouble on your own" 

"Heyl" Paul shouted just to tease Reb. "But what's important is he'll have your back if you ever need anything 

-and if he's anything like how he was, he really, really will. You know how to be funny, Reb -take that with you 
and it'll help you deal with adjusting -and we'll all knock on wood that nothing else comes out of nowhere. | bet 


if you take that to anyone who might give you a hard time, it would put them right in their place." 


"Maybe. It does help," admitted Reb. There's only so long you can keep yourself going by trying to find humor 
in everything and turn it into fun and games before that starts to get old too though." 


"Yeah, I've been there before, and that sucks too. But, | came back from it" Paul flipped his hands up. "Did it 
then coming out of the band when it was getting pushed into meltdown mode and my name and credentials 
probably weren't too appreciated right then. This time itll be a piece of cake for me. And | still got my foot in 
the door and made some progress to prove myself. Found out | enjoy it too." 


"You deserve it all too. Being able to get in this time and being happy -you don't deserve any less, Paul." 


"What l'm saying is just try it if you know it's not going to completely screw things up, because it might just 
get you where you need to be once you get past the scary point." 


| know that too. | guess | shouldn't forget that -doing something scary -Kip was the one who helped me figure 
that out before Winger was even a thought-" 


"Reb, no," warned Paul. "Don't start on that. Every time you go there, you make yourself cry." 


"tm fine; I'll be alright. And that's true with this too; | know that if | did it with Kip there, | can get through 
this without him-" 


Paul grinned ruefully and shook his head. "You're gonna cry." 


"No, I'm nof" Reb insisted calmly, holding up his hands with his palms facing out and lowering them to the 


table. 
Paul propped his chin up on his hands and sighed as Reb succumbed to the trance of a rambling rant. 


‘I've also gotten past the worst of this. | remember everything | went through with you, Rod, and Kip, and with 
John after you left, and | don't forget the times when something didn't work out the way we planned it to, but 
it worked for the better -not that we would have chosen for it to go that way -we'd have hoped that we 
could have had a band without Kip breaking himself first. Maybe this has happened for a reason -/ dont know. 
Its probably made me a better person for all the pain and dealing with being afraid the whole world's going to 
turn on me wherever it hasn't, so I'll take that if it's all I've got after being with you and Alice when things 
got good again -because if | had to choose to go back and have that never happen, that would be hard too. 


"I remember all the things Alice told me when we were going through it too -the same things Kip told me back 
in the day -getting over myself enough to know the difference of who's telling me I'm wrong for my own good 
and I'm too stubborn to see it, and who's just trying to be an ass out in the crowd -or out in the whole world. 
| know all those things, plain and simple, and that ultimately, nothing's going to stop me from getting out on 
that stage and playing whatever Dokken song you could name with them. They can say what they want about 
me being different -if they have a problem, they need to pick up a guitar and prove themselves. But that 
won't stop me from wishing it was different right now, because | still am scared of it, | don't like that it has 
to be the way it is for all of us and that Kip is in the pain that he's in right now, and | hate everyone who 
made it end up this way -I hope that payback is the nastiest bitch to them it can be and that itll show to the 
whole world to turn on them like it did to us when it does hit" 


Reb shrugged, sat back, and casually crossed his arms over his chest as he concluded his rant. He closed his 


eyes when his side glance fell on Paul's unsettled look. 


"And | don't think there's anything wrong with that, because that's how I'm doing. It could be out of line, but 
l'm tired of apologizing for being who | am -l'm tired of feeling bad over it. It's what started the whole thing 
when everyone wanted us to make us feel bad for being different with the band" Suddenly, he didn't feel 
finished ranting anymore. "What fucking sucks is how even though we won't apologize for being who we are and 
try to stand up to it, we still get knocked down. And there's nothing out there to show how we went down 
fighting our asses off until the bitter end. But we'll wait -someday they'll fall and we'll get back up when they 
do-" 


"Damn, Reb," exclaimed Paul, giggling with pure awe. "Tell me how you feel!" 


"No, that's just what | think" said Reb, looking up to the green digits on the microwave clock glowing 2:00 AM. 
"What | think because of all the things I've been feeling. | don't know what | feel anymore, Paul. I'm happy, 
except that I'm also not, I'm in pain but | don't really know when I'm feeling it and when I'm not and l'm just 
thinking of how much pain I've been in, | am angry -sometimes at things | shouldn't be -and sometimes | still 
can't even believe that yes, all this shit really just happened. It's been so many things at once; | don't know how 
to describe one thing -it's just all there, and I'm sick of it" 


He stood up, went to the linen closet, and started pulling out extra pillows and blankets in a pile so big in his 
arms that it stacked too far over his head to see around it, and he had to navigate back down the hall by his 
muscle memory. Plenty of nervous pacing had left him able to pace it with his eyes closed, and with no lights 


on in the dark of night. 


"Its not that | don't want to let it go. I'd feel so much better if | could, but | don't know how l'm supposed to 
just forget about something like that when it's still effecting me -us -to this day." 


"Well" Paul sighed as he followed him, and with a look to the side in the one gap he had to see, Reb could see 
the same old burnt-out weariness showing through him. "Going on a hunch from what | know, | think Alice 


might be right in getting you moved on -for more than why he's told you." 


"I know. | know that, and don't get me wrong -l'm happy here. I've said it before and I'll say it again, | loved 
being with Alice. But I'm not getting anywhere now, and he é right" Reb tossed the heavier blanket on the 
couch with two pillows, and threw the rest in a pile on the floor that he then dropped down on top of, 

wordlessly insisting that Paul had the couch, he was going to camp out on the floor, and no argument was 


going to change that order. 


"Well, | think you'll get somewhere in Dokken" Paul shrugged, then his playful grin returned. "I know I'll find out 
because I'll see you around sometime. | think you already know by now that just because | leave something 


doesn't mean you won't see me again soon enough -or that | won't answer a phone from time to time." 


"Aw, shit," Reb groaned, looking up to the ceiling as the too familiar swelling formed in the back of his throat. 
"Please don't say you told me-" 


"You're fine.” Paul knelt in the floor, put his hand on Reb's shoulder, and jostled him playfully. "That's not what | 
warned you on anyway, you big sap. Don’t cry -not that l'm gonna make you apologize if you do. Just don't 
make saying goodbye sad. We had a hard enough time when we got back together -let's at least end it well.” 


"That's why we're spending the night." Reb closed his eyes. Paul's last words were so close to what he would 
have expected Kip would say that they cut right through the thick scarring on his heart. But the swelling in 
his throat stuck there, not going away, but not going any further to give him the chance to let it out either. 


"l'Il be okay," he concluded after a moment. "We're good" 


"Make some phone calls and tell Rod and John about Dokken" Paul perked up a little before he retreated to the 
couch. "They might be excited. | know Rod will, and John? You know, Reb, | need to meet him sometime.. But tell 
them about it and catch up with them, because | know that'll help you. And | need to call Rod too." 


Reb shook his head and adjusted the pillows before scooting down to lie on his stomach as he began to 
succumb to the exhausting day it had been. "When was the last time you called him?" 


"Three months ago," said Paul, switching the lamp off. "Pretty sure that's the longest it's been. I'm thinking |'ll 


call him in the late evening when he'd be falling asleep, or at 6:00 in the morning and get him up bright ‘n 


early to surprise him real good" 


Reb cracked up into his pillow. "Paul, you're gonna get it from him. He's gonna tell you a thing or two. Actually, 
with his teaching now, he might not be getting up much later than 6:00. | couldn't do it" 


"What, you couldn't find a way to tie your blankets to you so you could walk into 8:00 AM courses half- 
asleep? You know the stuff well enough to recite it that way," Paul joked. "They'd have to come up with a 
special type of late night class for you." 


"| don't think | could explain what | wanted without losing my train of thought with so many students watching. 
It's easier being onstage and just letting the guitar do it." 


"See? You just admitted it; it's not that bad!" 


"Aw, come off it, Paull" Reb dissolved in giggling, because sure enough, he had contradicted his whole evening of 


panic in one sentence -despite the same panic being all too real, 


"Reb, you've been up too long; go to sleep," ordered Paul, and a soft whump! sounded in the dark as he flopped 
down on the couch cushions. "You're toast." 


"You're gonna be a different kind of toast when you finally call Rod after this long!" This time, they both were 
laughing and shushing each other in the dark, and exhaustion kept it going. 


"Shhhh!" Paul warned through laughter. "People are sleeping next door!" 


Then the laughter died down, and Reb found himself back alone with Paul once more, in his current apartment, 


and not the smaller one in New York City he'd shared in 1988. 


‘lm still gonna miss you, Paul," Reb whispered, barely able to keep his eyelids open as his body buzzed with 


physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion. "Don't care if we're still gonna see each other again, | still will” 


"I know you will,” Paul murmured, and the last thing Reb felt was Paul reaching down from the couch to press 


his fingertips on his back. 


"And yeah, I'll still miss you too." 


YOU 


Author's Notes: 

*Blows out sigh and tries to hide puffy eyes* For having an outline ahead of time, this one took a lot longer 
than | expected to write (for the actual process in addition to a hiatus to keep my emotions from going Jekyll- 
and-Hyde over it) -and ended up heavier than | planned once | got in the mindsets of the characters and 
played the way they felt it. lim not even gonna start in on the emotional wrecks they all are here -Mick can 
speak for me. The extent of that will show for a while before the just-now-starting Reb and Jeff interaction 
really falls into place. | pulled a small part of inspiration for what Mick told Jeff from Captain Johnathan 
Hillstrand (my love.) of Deadliest Catch, because he and Mick act the same wild party-animal, affectionate way 
-and | could see Mick saying it in his own form for the situation while being that rare kind of serious. Can't tell 
when the next chapter will come after getting through this one, but I'm hoping for far fewer tears in the 


process of it. 


Four days after his last night with Paul Taylor, and two nights after calling to accept his position in Dokken, 
Reb Beach had his first trip into the studio with them as an official member. 


It wasn't meant to be anything highly productive; no writing, no jamming -mainly just showing Reb around, 
getting to know any preferences for equipment he had that could be accommodated by the studio, and figuring 
out a loose schedule of times they could come to the studio and expect that at least two would be there - 
which was never to be set in stone even once the chaos settled down. They answered basic questions he had 
that were more consistent than when he needed to be there, such as what gear he would need to bring and 


what was in the studio, and gave him the lowdown on what to expect. 


For a meeting that started at 8:00 o'clock at night, none of them could have expected for it to become as 
busy as it ended up becoming -and not in a way they would have expected either. 


"Once we figure out when we want to get in and write here during the week -which is still subject to change 
based on whenever the heck we come up with something -it'll be easier to figure out when we're all gonna be 
here," said Don, getting back to Reb, who was still slightly panicked about how to know when to be at the 
studio when there were no agreed times through the week. "There'll be some days | have other things to take 
care of, because we still have some stuff left to clean up with the lawsuit, and then some other things you 
don't need to know about." 


"We'll put it like this," offered Jeff. "We'll let you know as soon as we know, and we're not going to expect you 
to be here if we haven't told you. And if its on short notice and you can't make it on time, we'll figure it out 


-it's not gonna be a big deal." 


“There are gonna be a few weeks where Mick will be working from home," Don added, "because he needs to 


spend some time in his life in the house that he has when he's not touring and going straight into bike trips 


right after, or staying in an apartment in town for recording. | actually have to send him home to make that 


happen" 
Mick busted out laughing. 


"So if we call Mick and he's in Arizona, he's not coming to the studio in an hour unless fictional means of 
transport become reality in the next week, and | don't see the world working that far in our favor, or 


anywhere close for that matter. We've never had that kind of luck" 


"Hey, itd be cool if it did," tried Jeff, having the closest thing to a real smile Reb had seen from him over the 
relatively boring night it had been so far. 


"Wouldn't it?" Don seemed to perk up from his previous, pessimistic remark as he looked over at Jeff. "It would 


make some parts of touring a lot easier." 
Mick laughed and shook his head. 


"We wouldn't be able to keep Mick from hopping around town ever either. Okay, that's enough. Jeff agreed that 
he's pretty much set to come in on any day another one of us can be here; if Mick's in town, he's good with 
Monday through Thursday. I'm still up in the air until this law stuff is finished, but there's a new assistant on 


the case -what's his name, Levin? He's been really good about trying to work around our schedule too." 


| can do whatever you guys ask, but if Jeff's the only one here for sure on Friday, | can be here then and 
work with him," Reb decided. "I can be here throughout the week, and | guess if | have to do anything else, I'l 
try to keep it to Wednesday and have that be my day | might not always make it" 


"Alright, I'll make a call tomorrow and see if | can work around that," said Don If John Norum were here, he'd 
have me try to avoid Thursday, and that's just one day over, so it shouldn't be too big of a change. | wanted 
him to be here, but he got back with Europe, and you're as good as we've got now." 


Reb winced like he'd been slapped in the face, and Jeff felt like he was choking as he nearly gasped, but instead 
all the air seemed to rush out of his chest, just as the small hint of optimism and good feelings in the room 
disappeared too. 


Mick lowered his head to put his face in his palm and turned to leave the room at such a sluggish, 
exasperated pace that his movement looked as if it were being played back on recording in slow motion. Even 


staying out of it, his thoughts hung clear in the air. 
Too far, Don. Too far. 


Reb's eyes flashed with the nervous realization he was wincing and it showed. Rather than trying to hide it and 
pretend it hadn't been there, he swallowed, winced harder, and reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose 
between his thumb and forefinger and rub on his sinus bores. 


"How much more do we have to go over tonight?" he asked, sounding defeated. "Don't get me wrong! | can stay, 


and | will, but I've got this headache that's been going all day, and it's been getting worse -l'm sorry." 


Jeff turned and left the room then too, deciding that maybe this once, Mick was onto something with his 


avoidance -even if it meant leaving Reb alone with Don and whatever else he had to say. 
He didn't know how he was supposed to deal with the conflict anymore. 


In the BOs, he'd tried to be consistent and predictable. Initially, he'd tried to be polite with Don and hear his 
side out, even if he knew he would end up siding with George as he more often than not did from the moment 
they'd clicked together. That was until the cocaine threw his mind so far out the window that he wasn't sure 
what exactly was going on, or which of George's vicious words he'd parroted behind Don's back without a 


second thought. 


He'd tried to take a more neutral standpoint with getting back together, seeing where the problems had hit 
during the first breakup after the snowy haze cleared from his eyes. He'd tried to be the nice guy by ignoring 
personal problems, only to have said problems explode in his face. He'd been the mediator standing between 


George and Don as the conflict grew violent in nature, and he'd caught more than just crossfire in the end. 


Jeff was tired of it. He didn't want to be the nice guy and have everyone turn around and continue being nasty 
to each other, or to him, but he didn't want to be unkind either. He didn't want to have to pick sides. Reb was 
undeserving of such a strike to the face on the first day and Jeff couldn't stand how unfair it was. But he 
couldn't bring himself to side against Don when it was Don who had driven himself to the point of exhaustion, 
trying as hard as he could to get him through George's departure -even when comfort was far from his 
natural strong suit -and even harder when Mick's comfort lost all effect with the turn of events. He'd been so 
unfair and so ungrateful to Don in the BOs under the influence of the cocaine; he couldn't let history repeat. 
Perhaps, he supposed, it was unfair to expect Don to treat Reb the same way as himself, knowing they didn't 
know each other well and that he'd pushed himself so hard for him. However, Jeff firmly stood with his 
decision that it didnt mean the opposite needed to happen. 


Jeff didn't want to stand in the middle and play mediator anymore either. He was tired of getting jerked around 
like a flag on a rope in a power tug-of-war, and it was unfair for Reb to be thrown in the fight when he didn't 
have a chance of holding up in it as the new guy. And he wasn't going to sit silently while pressure built under 


the surface until another disaster struck 

In that moment, he only wanted to do the one thing he'd never done without being directly provoked in his time 
in Dokken in response to conflict, or driven by cocaine paranoia. Even though he knew it was unproductive, Jeff 
felt that he'd earned more than his right to it over the past few months. So he did. 

He pitched a fit. 


When he found the room Mick had hidden away in, he slammed the door behind him and immediately began 


yelling. He didn't pause for a fraction of a second when Mick's eyes bugged out. 
‘Ive had it up to here with all this stupid shit, okay? I've really fucking had it!" 
"Jeff?" Mick stared incredulously from the couch on the back wall of the vacant producer's office. 


"We're already set up for trouble, and guess why? Guess why, Mick; you tell me. And don’t tell me you don't 
know, because you wouldn't be hiding out in here right now if you didn't! You know why you left the room!" 


Jeff realized how he was flinging his arm to punctuate his words as he pointed his finger at Mick. The words 
coming out of his mouth were so similar to ones George put out in his fits of rage in his last months in 
Dokken -particularly the very last he'd faced -and Jeff shuddered as he flashed back to the scene, feeling the 
same, unwieldy rage monster trying to possess him too. He saw himself taking the form of the George Lynch 
who stood before him, screaming and flailing, right before he snatched him in his death grip and slammed him 


to the wall. 


Alright, now you are the one taking it too far, Jeff, he thought to himself as he took in the sight of Mick leaning 
back into the couch with wide eyes. Even with his reasons to justify having a showdown with Mick, the 
thought of lashing out physically at him was too much to bear. 


"Look, | know that Don didn't mean it the way that sounded," Jeff tried, getting a handle on his reason, "but | 
cannot believe he said that -and right to Reb's face too!" 


Mick sighed as he watched Jeff pace back and forth, shoulders heaving with quick, labored breaths. It was rare 
for Jeff to get so angry at anything, but he was hurting, and Don's lack of tact in addressing Reb had touched 


him where he was sensitive. 


"You realize how Winger melted down and what Reb might be thinking right now? He doesn't need to hear 
anything like that. You saw him at the audition, he was all but apologizing for not being like someone who could 
really copy George, because he was terrified that we weren't going to like him for being himself. Actually 
terrified -enough that he was telling us it was okay if we felt that way before it was even suggested! Then 
we choose him for that reason, tell him to feel free to be himself, and Don throws the mixed message that 


he'd rather have someone else? Are you serious? 


"You know what, Mick? Don knew that Reb's been bounced between however the hell many places in the past 
few years, he knew that Reb was already anxious about how he was going to be received by our fans after 
the way Winger went out and the shit they took over there, he knew that he hurt Reb -l| know he saw it; he's 
not stupid, as dumb as it was to say that now of all times -and he still kept going. And | know Reb could tell 
he meant it, and for him that makes it that much-" 


Having rambled for too long without pausing to breathe, Jeff broke off in a fit of coughing and gasping so 
violent that tears welled up in his eyes. He staggered slightly in place as the blood began to drain from his 
deep red cheeks, leaving him dizzy. It was all he could do to not give in -to let his face crumple and break 


down in a full-fledged, crying, angry pity party as he made the pathetic, defeated tie-off to his rant. 
"l'm so pissed of fl" 


"Enough." Mick stood up from the couch, looped his arm around Jeff, and led him back across the room to sit 
down, pulling him along when he tried to plant his feet and not move at all. 


It was the most words exchanged at once and the most physical contact they'd had with each other in 


months, even while living together on the road. 


"Enough -enough Enough. Come on, Jeff. Enough. That's enough. Let's go sit down We're not gonna talk about 
him for a minute, okay? We're gonna stay here and leave him alone. Right now, come on" 


Jeff stopped fighting when Mick sat him down on the couch, only because he felt so dizzy and pathetic. He 
watched as Mick went to the door and twisted the latch to lock it, leaving them hidden and safe from the rest 
of the world. 


"We're not talking about him," said Mick. "We're gonna talk about Reb. And you." 


"You want me to talk about how this is for Reb and |? How about this” Jeff leaned forward and gripped his 
hands together. They were shaking. 


"We all collectively chose Reb over how many other guys to replace George -because we don't want somebody 
who's just like him. We wanted somebody different, and we told him we're okay with him having his own style. 
The whole point of it is to rework what we're doing with the band, and that means working with Reb. Okay, 


Mick? It does not mean telling him how we wish someone else were here in his place!" 


"And hey, you're right about that," said Mick, "and that's what we need to start doing from here out. Right 
now, we need to do that. But we need to forget about the rest for a moment -leave everything with Don 


alone, and focus on-" 
"But | can’t just leave Don alone; | have to try to deal with this before we end up with-" 


"No, Jeff. You take care of you." Mick reached to his side and put his hand on Jeff's arm to try to stop him. 


"You take care of what you gotta take care of, and you know who you gotta take care of." 


"-| try to deal with this with Don before it becomes another mess like what we just had and someone gets 
hurt ag-" 


Mick sighed and slid off the couch and knelt down at the arm of it so that he was looking Jeff square in the 
eye from less than a foot away. He put one hand down solid between Jeff's shoulders to keep him looking at 


him, and used his other hand to point directly at Jeffs chest, effectively silencing him. 


"You know who you're gonna take care of? You Don't worry about him. You and | both know you can't just 


change his mind like that -he's too stubborn’ 


"Then who's gonna make Reb feel like he's actually wanted here?" Exasperated, Jeff took a huffy breath as he 
tried to regain his bearings. "Who's gonna take care of him, make him feel safe with us, and keep him from 


thinking we'd kick him to the curb tomorrow if John Norum showed up instead?" 
"You." 


Two sets of blue eyes locked onto each other -one wide and thunderstruck, and the other tired and 


unrecognizably solemn as a tense, knowing silence fell over the room. 


"Okay," continued Mick, "from here out, we're all going forward. We're leaving Shadowlife behind. Good-fucking- 
bye. Whether we're going back to how we were before, or to something completely different -you know, who 
the hell knows right now? All | know is this -Reb's gonna be part of how we do that, and you are gonna be 
there." 


"Well, | know l'm gonna be there, since last time | checked, you guys aren't looking for a new bass player-" 


"All of us are going to have a part in it. And you listen real close, because you know | don't do this kind of 


serious on any day, Jeff. After tonight, there's no guarantee when you'll ever see it from me again." 
Jeff huffed a laugh and crossed his arms over his chest. "Yeah, I've figured that out, ten years ago." 


"Hey," said Mick He motioned for Jeff to turn to him, looking like he wanted to grab Jeffs shoulder and turn 
him toward himself, but was afraid it would make it worse. "Jeff, hey. Look at me for a second, alright? Just a 


second, come on. Please." 
Jeff looked up sullenly at Mick 


"You really think we're gonna leave you hanging Jeff? Do you really think that Don's gonna suddenly turn 
around and start trying to make life a living hell for you too after the last few months?" 


Jeff sighed and freed his arms to hold his palms up to his sides in frustration 


| don't think he would and | wouldn't get why if he did, but with the way things have been going, | can't let 
myself be caught off guard again" 


"We all have our part and we're all gonna help, Jeff. | will. Give Don a day or two to get over John and pull his 
head out of his ass, and he will too in his way. Buf," Mick paused for emphasis, "you look at where you're 
coming from and what you do with us -look where Reb's coming from and where he's gonna be in this. You, 
Jeff, have more power to help him than Don and | do together. Working out instrumental parts, he's gonna 


spend a lot more time with you just because, and you know where you're coming from. And its not that Don 


and | don't know where he's coming from too -hell, we've been through this song and dance already -but we're 
done and it ended well for us. We're not where you two are. Reb doesn't see us in a place where we don't know 


what's gonna happen or what's going on, when that's where he's at right now." 
‘Funny, since | feel that way with where | am with you, Mick," said Jeff darkly. 
Mick flinched, and the enthusiasm he'd had behind his encouragement seemed to deflate as he blew out a sigh. 


"Yeah, | know you do, ‘cause so do |, and if you're not ready to talk about it tonight, we will later, and you can 
hold me to it too. But first we're taking care of you and this thing with Reb, and we're not dragging him into 
our mess. Because if it wasn't mine to deal with, I'd run like hell from it -he doesn't need a reason to run 
from us." 


"No he doesn't, and it's the same reason why that was a problem in there." Jeff's tone thickened slightly, and 
he spoke through clinched teeth, clipping off in pauses every few words as he tried to stop breathing so 
heavily. "| don't know.. if you know what it's like, Mick.. to be in a place where you feel.. like you can't trust 
anyone you thought you could.. and where you just need to have someone.. on your side. I'm already there, and 
its going to be awhile.. before it turns around.. and that's fine because its already done. | just don't want to 
see Reb going through it too. But he's already headed that way when he needs us to be there for him" 


"And that's why right now, you gotta do that for him. It's you," Mick insisted. "Don and | will help you look out 
for you. Look, when Reb sees you're on his side, he's gonna have your back too. Don't deny it -that guy is 
scared to death for himself, but he looks out -he'd do anything to make it better for his own bandmates. And 
even though some things have said otherwise, Jeff, if Don and | could make all of this go away, we would. / 


would." 


"| would too. If | could have stopped it from the moment George choked Don instead of ignoring it, before it 


even happened to me-" 


"No." Mick clapped his hands together. "Enough We've already had that talk, and you're not blaming yourself for 
Don and George's problems tonight. Or ever, for that matter." 


Jeff sighed and sank back into the couch. 


"But you're right about everything else, Jeff. We both know -you probably know better than any of us -the 
next couple of months aren't gonna be easy, and it's not gonna be any easier for Reb. We've just scrapped 
everything we had in place before, and we gotta figure out what the hell we're trying to do now before we can 
write anything. He's just walked right into the middle of a mess -hell, you know | wouldn't want to be in his 
place right now! We don't know yet how well he's gonna do working with us. He could have some mixed feelings 
starting out, and some of them aren't going to be any more pleasant to work with than Don's have been, and 
he's gonna need us to care for him even when he loses his temper, same as we've been trying with each 
other. We've done a pretty shitty job with it lately, but Don and | haven't stopped loving you when you haven't 


been doing too good with this -l still love you even after you came in here flipping shit, Jeff -and we need to 


look at Reb the same way. And it doesn't stop there either." 
"Exactly," said Jeff. "Other than agreeing with me, your point is?" 


"Don could have done better with Reb in there, but you know he's not that bad either. We know he's got his 
own stuff happening on top of what we got here. And he needs us to love him even after something like that 
in there. He won't ask for it -he'll deny he needs it until he's nearly half out of his mind, but he does, and we 
all need to look out for him too -the same way he has with you. Because that's one of the places we lost it 


time and time again, when we let ourselves forget him back then and push him away when he did try to make 


it right." 


"Well, that's why | couldn't have it out with him in there either -aside from not making it any worse for Reb!" 
Jeff flopped forward over his lap in frustration "I don't want to make a fight out of it. | don’t -l can't take 
anymore of that, and he really can't either. But if he knows he likes Reb, why on Earth did he have to make it 


sound like he doesn't and get him upset?" 


"Jeff, | love the guy, and | don't always know what his deal is. | don't think he knows sometimes. You can't 
worry about it like that or let it work you up. You can't control his mind or what he says -we have to love 
him for how he's doing with what's going on. We're all going through -look, he's not himself, you're not 
yourself, fuck it; I'm not even myself, because | wouldn't feel like playing around even if we weren't here. Think 
about -George hadn't been himself in whoever knows how long before it ended with him, and that didn't stop 


you from loving him." 


"lts stopped me now," said Jeff, pushing his tone dark and bitter to keep his voice from shaking. As his 
breathing settled to normal, the shaking seemed to pick up and carry on what his hyperventilation had left 
behind. 


"Bullshit." Mick stiffly hoisted up from his kneel on the floor and sat down on the couch next to him. "It 
stopped you from being able to frust him, and you can't love him the way he is now because of that. But that 
doesn't mean you don't still love Am. If he showed up normal and not all screwed up and ready to strangle 
anyone who said the wrong thing to him, you would love him and want him here. You still do -right now, 


because if you didn't, you wouldn't be missing him, and it wouldn't be tearing you up the way it is." 


"| don't m-miss him," Jeff snapped as a tremor sneaked its way into his voice despite his efforts. "And | h- 

hate his stupid game he's playing, having to drag the mess he made out to try to destroy us. | wish | hadn't 
let it slide for as long as | did because | loved him then. He couldn't do it with the album, he couldn't do it by 
physically attacking us, so now he's gotta try to do it through a court, and he's making everyone on all levels 
of our management suffer in addition to us, and it's not fair, and | don't want to hear from him anymore. At 


alll" 


"You don't believe me, because its too soon," Mick retorted. "But you know what? There's nothing wrong with 
that. Give it time. Right now, you say you don't love George -of course you fucking don't, and he deserves for 
it to be that way until you feel otherwise.” 


Tense silence fell, and the forlorn, knowing look in Mick's eyes suggested wordlessly that his last sentencing 


wasn't only for George. 


"| don't know how its even possible for me to want to hug you and punch your lights out at the same time," 


Jeff strained. "And | think that's the most ridiculous sounding thing I've ever said while clean and sober." 


"Its not stupid Do it." Mick leaned back and spread his arms out across the top of the couch, leaving himself 
entirely open and vulnerable to attack. "Hit me. Punch me, kick me -do whatever the fuck you want. If you 


want to do it, do it" 
Jeff shook his head. "| cant" 


"Why not?" asked Mick. "I'm right here in front of you and you have full permission to lay me out. | deserve it 
-| know | do, so go the fuck ahead! Can't work up the will -l got something for you, then | don’t regret doing it. 
| don't, because | did it thinking you two were over, and | know | wouldn't have if I'd known any different. | do 
regret that it happened the way it did and that | hurt you, but I'm not going to spend my life feeling bad 
about someone else's lie and killing myself over it, because if | do, this band is never going to get past that. 
And | know that makes me even more of an ass, so if you don't have a reason to come pound the shit out of 


me right fucking now when | know you want to, you tell me, because I'm stumped, Jeff" 


"Because that's just it" Jeffs eyes were flooding up with tears now despite his attempts to steady his voice. "I 
know that it wasn't all on you and that you wouldn't have done it if you'd been told the truth. Yeah, maybe 
you could have stopped to think for a second -that's beside the point when it's too late now. I've already 
forgiven you, Mick, and that's why | can't come over and pummel you just because l'm still so fucking pissed. 
Because you're my friend and my brother, and | love you to death. But | hate what you did -it doesn't make it 
any less painful the second | forgive it -and | don't know how the hell I'm supposed to just keep going and 
pretend it didn't happen this soon after! This stuff keeps h-happening too fast, and | can't keep doing it." 


He trailed off, realizing he'd subconsciously grabbed at his chest, which now felt as though all the air had left 
him again, just as it had with George's final blow. And he felt just as unable to react now as he stared at Mick 
with the words help me silently screaming from his eyes that grew increasingly dull with despair. 


"| cant, Mick." 


"| know you can't, and | hear you," Mick murmured. "This is a conversation we've been needing to have, Jeff. 
And whether you can trust me now or not, | want you to know that l'm listening, hard as it is to hear, 
because if that's all | can do, | owe you that much. The reason we haven't done it yet -or why | haven't come 
to you to have it -it's not just me trying to avoid it. | don't want to force it on Don by having it when he's 
around, because we know he can't take it. And really, you didn't need the pain of it on top of getting through 
the rest of the tour and everything else when all this exploded either. 


"Well no shit, because it's already hard enough now," Jeff choked, leaning back on the couch and staring at the 


ceiling to keep the tears that rested dangerously on the edge of his lower eyelids from falling. He panted 
through just-parted lips to cope with the pain cutting through his chest, unable to bring himself to care any 
longer just how pathetic he might have looked or sounded. 


Mick gulped, but didn't say anything. It took a moment for Jeff to realize Mick was still leaving the talk open to 
him without breaking his gaze with the ceiling that was the one safety line keeping him from falling too far. He 


waited until he could trust his voice again and sniffled back the remaining unshed tears. 


"| did need the time, and it was just as well for you with what | might have said closer to it, but it's still hard, 
and you can't change that. Because | had to get myself past the point of feeling selfish for feeling bad about 
this stuff. Knowing that I'm not the only one who's been stung in this, when he did you and Don wrong, and you 
were both having to take care of me because | had to go into shock and hide out for a few weeks. That, 
instead of pulling myself together and pushing through it so we could all help each other. You guys can tell me 
| wasn't a burden, and maybe you didn't see me that way, but | had to get myself over feeling bad for how 
you two had to pull me along even when you were hurting too, when | couldn't function until George was gone. 
Or for another week after he was gone because it was too fucking real Or when we got back on the road with 


John and the nightmares came back because he started his game of suing everyone. 


"And now, with this between just us, I'm not sick, but other than that, its the same. | know you miss being 
able to hang out like normal around me, and | do too, but I'm not ready. | feel better in some ways because | 
know its not going to stay like this -| guess this here is the evidence of it -| know you're trying and that it's 
killing you. Because | haven't been blind to the world lately, Mick -I've seen you while I've been trying to get 
over this, and you were hurt and wronged in it Too. And at the same time feel like crap because | have to deal 
with that all over again with you!” 


Silence fell again. 


Jeff heard a shudder in the exhale Mick released through his nose and looked up to catch a glimpse of watery 
eyes. That was a rare enough sight from Mick to pull the plug on his remaining angry energy, leaving him 
drained by the now-cracked barriers and hurt still standing between them that he just wished would fall away 
without it being so hard. 


"lm sorry.” 


"No, you don't have any reason to be sorry -with any of those things. Cut yourself some slack for what's 
happened and what you went through. For fuck's sake, Jeff" Mick's voice dropped to a level that was too quiet 
for him. He'd resumed the shy, downward gaze he'd taken around Jeff in the last few months when the tension 
rose between them, but this time it didn't have the look of avoidance so much as it did sadness. 


"How did you and Don deal with it? After the first breakup -how?" asked Jeff after an uncomfortable silence 
passed of watching Mick trying to distract himself by pressing his thumbs and fingertips to the couch. Faint 
prints of his finger pads appeared and faded away on the old, worn leather surface that held plenty of 
blemishes that wouldn't fade just as the prints did. 


"The first time | saw Don, it was a little over a year after the breakup," said Mick, leaning forward over his 
lap, "and we weren't expecting to see each other. It was the Fourth of July and | stopped at Robbin Crosby's to 
see him. And Don happened to be there." 


Jeff gulped at just the thought of suddenly seeing George in person with no warning. 


"And it was different for us -it's probably not going to work that way for you," Mick added. "Anyway, | saw 
him and froze -he froze too, and Robbin just kind of left me alone. | could have run, | guess, but there was a 
part of me that just wanted to see him and know he was okay. And he came over, so | guess he wanted to 
know too. This is hard to talk about; | don't want to say much about it. For him as much as me -I | don't think 


he'd appreciate it too much -but we said hello and asked what we were up to. Briefly mentioned our projects. 


"And then, | don't know; he was lost for words. | was lost too, and he was just staring at me, but it was almost 
like he wasn't really there and he didn't know where he was or what to do -it just wasn't like him, and.. We 
ended up splitting because | had somewhere else to be, not a lot of time to stop, and standing there not 
knowing what to say was tough. And probably making it worse for him." Mick shook his head. "I can still see it 
now, you know? He just looked .scared. Of me. He wanted me to be there, but he was afraid of me being there 


too. 


"He was in pain and probably didn't realize how much until he saw you," said Jeff, "and it was too much to get 


his head around while you were there with him." 


"Maybe, because -well, we still cared about each other. | missed him every day even on the days when | 
wasn't thinking about him because | love him. And you know he doesn't like to talk about that time, but | know 
he did too even if he was blocking it out the way he tries to if he's not putting it in lyrics. And it fucking 
sucked leaving him after that, you know, knowing he was hurting like that. But | wasn't really ready for him, 
and the hell -he wasn't ready at all. | -don't tell anybody, but.. | really just wanted to go over and hug him and 
roughhouse around like we used to. But he'd have run from me if | did that and it would have made it worse 
for him, so it was just as well | wasn't ready either, because | might have done it anyway. Just ‘cause | missed 


him so much, and." 
He trailed off and heaved a sigh. 


"thinking of how lost he looked standing there breaks my heart, man. It still does. Knowing how close we were 
to each other, and everything that ended that first time was still bad enough for him to be afraid of me just 
standing in front of him -that'll tell me how screwed up | was to not realize it was as bad as that until then 
We were able to arrange another meeting, and | won't talk about that one because it started out with some 
hard talks and got personal -I know for sure Don wouldn't like it if | did. And after a couple of months to take 
that in, we started calling and seeing each other more often until we eventually got back here with you, and 
you know the rest." 


"But that didn't happen for awhile even for a couple of years after his solo project, because he wasn't ready 


for us," added Jeff. "| remember he mentioned that had we thrown the idea out of meeting up and considering 
it a year earlier, he might not have agreed to get on writing together. After what we did while still being 
screwed up in other ways -that's why | didn't want to be in the band with George once | got clean and saw 
what was going on Don had a right to be upset." 


"And it's just like if you and George ever could make it right -that's an /f and l'm not saying it will -it's not 
gonna happen until you're okay with him being there again. And you need to be there with Reb for your own 
self as much as for him, because | know you're not ready for me to just be there like that. | just don't want 
you to have to be afraid of me, Jeff" Mick's tone was gradually more resigned and pleading for resolution "It 
sucks beyond every limit, alright? It sucks. But we've done this before; we can do it again, those of us left 


here have clear heads that we didn't have back then -even if we haven't all proved it." 


Jeff shook his head, sighed, and reached an arm out around Mick's shoulders. He wasn't ready to hug Mick like 
any old time, but he couldn't stand to not do something when never had he seen him look so worked over, and 


he knew well enough that he wouldn't be the type to run from it. 


Mick shuddered on contact and put his hand closest to Jeff on his knee. He hid his face with the other by 
cradling his forehead on his thumb and forefinger. Tears tracked down beneath his hand. 


"No, it'll take time, but we'll work it out eventually, Mick. | know we will," said Jeff meekly as he fought in vain 
to push down the rising feeling of guilt for unleashing his darkest thoughts all at once, and to remind himself 
that Mick had brought it on himself. 


Mick forced out a painful laugh. 
"What?" 


Still laughing weakly, Mick looked at Jeff straight on through wet, red-rimmed eyes. He was trying to smile in 
his playfully affectionate way, but the attempt distorted with the tearful shiver in his jaw, and the there was 


something too genuine and reminiscent in it. 


"You were always that guy, Jeff," he choked. "You always were. When we were all but ready to give it up 
before Back for the Attack, after that God-awful tour that just wouldn't end. You were the one who wanted to 
record a whole album and give it one last fight if we were already gonna do the soundtrack EP. It didn't last, 
but it worked. We had awhile where no one was fighting. You were right in that way, as fucked up as we 
already were. And | don't know much about what'll happen now, but if you could have that much hope for us 
then, if there's one person in this band who could believe we could get back up from this and make Reb feel 


alright with it after that in there, its you." 


Jeff slowly inhaled and exhaled through his nose, dizzy and unsure whether he felt like he'd thrown a load of 
weight off his chest, or if he was under more weight with how emotional their conversation had unexpectedly 


gotten. 


"| don't want to say too much, because | think we have enough to let sink in," he decided. "But we wouldn't have 
had that regardless of whatever it was | said while | was too coked out to remember if you hadn't hung on 
and tried when you were all ready to run from it. And before this here happened, you still tried with Don and 
tried to keep me going while | was sick even when it was a lost cause. That's why | had to forgive you." 

Mick flinched up from the couch and giving a waving motion with his hand, wordlessly calling it enough too. 

"If Reb's still here, let's go rescue him before he ends up in this fucking cry fest. We gotta go.." 


"We'll give it some time and check in later," promised Jeff. 


On the way down the hall, he ended up overtaking Mick's pace and leading when he opened the door in the main 


lounge where Reb and Don still were. 


"Are you two done shouting down there?" asked Don, turning to face the door. "Do | even want to know what 


the hell that was all about?" 

Jeff sighed He probably had been that loud when he'd first gone in 

Don looked between Jeff's weary, expressionless face and stance that was so unlike him, and Mick, who had 
pulled his thick hair forward to cast a shadow over his face that wasn't quite enough to hide his telltale puffy 
eyes, or mask the sound of the uneven sniffling of someone grasping for composure that was still too far out 


of reach. 


"You know what, don't even tell me," he decided. "| can figure out enough. We'd better call it a night and wait 
until next time to start puting out ideas. Jeff, are you gonna be okay, or do you need anything?" 


It took everything in Jeff to force out a response. "I just wanna go home, Don" Please. 


Mick seemed to wilt harder at those words. He nodded, allowing his hair to flop further forward and raised a 


hand to hide the rest of his face. 
"Then we're all going home, ‘cause so do |." 


Jeff noticed as Reb sneaked a look around the room, eyes wide with fear and discomfort, clasping his hands 
together against his stomach to guard himself. 


They made uncomfortable eye contact, and Reb flinched his gaze away. He turned his attention to trying to get 
a sidelong look at Mick to tell if he was okay without staring him down straight on or embarrassing him, and 
silently debated whether it would be helpful or not to ask him out loud. Upon feeling too shy to speak the 
pressing concern he felt, he ended up forgoing the question 


"Reb, you can go now if you want. You too, Jeff. Mick, | had something | wanted to tell you about earlier. It's 


not anything bad, it's just to make tomorrow easier if that even has a chance of helping us as it is." Something 
excruciatingly uncomfortable crept into Don's stance and movement as he stepped forward like he was 
uncertain of the floor's ability to not collapse underneath him. "Let's just -real quick so that you can go home, 
and please, for the love of God, go the fuck home. Don't drive downtown, don't go." 


Jeff shook his head and turned to leave, knowing that this would be the one time Don didn't really need to 
forcibly tell Mick to go straight home without detouring to the party life first. A couple of days apart to 
process their talk was the best thing they could have had. 


He had just gotten down the exterior stairs to the parking lot when Reb emerged at the top, making his 


descent with a a few pauses to send conflicted glances over his shoulder. 


Stopping in place, Jeff waited at the bottom, and made his move when Reb stopped at the bottom to send 
another backward look toward the building. 


"Hey, Reb? Can we talk for a minute?" 


Reb turned around, and Jeff was taken aback by the defensive look encompassing Reb's body -so much that 
he looked ready to attack before the slightest hint of danger appeared. It was even worse than on the night of 
his audition; he was like a cat who had been cornered -hissing and ready to lunge with claws extended at any 


movement. 
"Why was there yelling?" he demanded. "Why is Mick crying? Is he okay?" 
Jeff held his hands up. 


"Nothing. He's fine," he said, feeling like there couldn't have been a bigger lie within the truth for all of them. 
They would be okay and they were better than they'd been in awhile, but they were far from okay all at the 


same time. 


"He and | were talking about some stuff that happened a few months back that we've been upset about. We've 
been working to patch things up, and it's taking awhile, but we're getting there, and | think in a couple more 
months we'll be just fine. You don't need to worry about it" 


Jeff wasn't sure how true the latter statement was, but it was a lot easier to believe when he said it to Reb 
than it had been every time he'd tried to tell it to himself. Maybe the talk he'd had with Mick was the silver 
lining of Don's harsh statement -at least, that was what Jeff tried to decide for the sake of staying optimistic. 


Maybe it would be easier to believe in a couple of days when the pain subsided and Mick was more himself. 
"Are you okay?" 


"What makes you ask?" Reb crossed his arms over his chest. No longer poised to run or lash, but still fully 
guarded. 


"Well, for one, you said you weren't feeling well -and if that's true, | just want to say | hope you feel better," 
started Jeff. True. “But | know it's still unfamiliar here -first few days in a new place aren't easy, and | know 


you were already nervous, so -you know if you need anything, you can let me know. And I'll do what | can." 


"No, | don't need anything right now," said Reb stiffly, taking a slow step in the direction of his car, and 
continuing when he noticed Jeff stepped too, to walk alongside his trend of motion. "I'm not doing great, but I'd 


be stupid to complain after dealing with worse, so in terms of what's important, l'm fine." 


‘It doesn't matter if it could be worse if there's something that can easily be better," said Jeff. "And Reb, | 
don't know what happened in there while | was gone, but we want you here. You're the only one of everyone 


who came in the other night who | want here -I think you were better than any of them-" 


"Look," said Reb darkly, cutting him off. "lm gonna be brutally honest, so forgive me if it hurts your feelings, 
and don't take it personally, because it's not you. After everything that's happened, I'm not looking for 
friendship overnight. | don't know if I'm ready to make friends. And I'm sick and tired of trying to please 
everyone, okay? I'm over it. Right now, | just need to know who | can trust, and that's something | have to 
decide on my own. If you think you can replace Kip in my life, don't even try. You cant. And if you want me to 


try and replace whatever George was to you, give it up now, because its not happening.’ 


Jeff blew out a sigh and sped up to the long, angry stride Reb was now taking toward his car. Great. If he'd 
heard all Don had to say on the matter before he'd left, it had stung Reb worse than he'd already feared, and 


if not, then he didn't want to know what else had been said for Don's sake as much as his own. 
‘lm not asking for friendship right now either," he said sternly. "And if you think I'm looking or that | even 
want a replacement for George, you're mistaken. | just want to know if there's anything | can do to make this 


easier for you when it's clearly hard enough, so please don't fight me." 


Reb stopped and turned around, back leaning against his car, and his guard fell away just as fast as it had gone 
up. He slumped forward, resting his face in his hand. 


‘lm sorry, Jeff; that was unnecessary on my part," he moaned. "God damn it. | don't know why I'm so fucking 


hypersensitive. | always have been too defensive, and lately | just can't keep myself from-" 


"I know what you're saying, and its fine." Jeff sighed. "I know the feeling, and | know what you're coming from. 


Don't worry about it when it could have been coming from me." 
"The lawsuit with George?" asked Reb. 


"That's hardly the surface of what's happened between the two of us. And I've spent enough time on what 
happened with Mick already tonight and said a lot, but if you need anything and didn't get to say it in there." 


"l'Il get over that eventually. Its the least of a lot of things I've heard" Reb shook his head. "The biggest thing 


is just something that can't be fixed right now." 


"Your bandmates," said Jeff understandingly. "And knowing Kip's going through more than just what all of you 
had." 


"And that | can't even do this for him -I can't be there even if | can't do anything to make it better. | haven't 
heard from him at all in nearly three years. He needs the space to sort out what he's going through. And | 
respect that. | don't know if anyone can know what that must be like without going through it -and | dont want 


to encroach on it-" 


"There's nothing wrong with missing him, Reb." Jeff sighed as the night began catching up to him, feeling how 


much he missed Mick when they were around each other almost every day. "Anyone would." 


Reb unfolded his arms from his chest, resting his palms on the car on either side of him, and his shoulders 
seemed less rigid. Still keeping his lower back in contact with the car, he was pushing off to lean toward Jeff. 
Slowly, more levels of his defenses were slipping away. 


If you want the truth," he said meekly, "I do want friendship overnight, but | know it's not going to happen 
that quick for me, so why should | even bother trying for it? And | still feel lonely with five other good people 


standing around me because you can't just replace someone like that." 


His voice pitched up an octave and a flash of terror shot through him as something caught in his chest and 
made him gasp. Fearful of losing control, he backed up against the car again. 


"Of course you can't" Jeff looked like he wanted to come toward him, Reb noticed, but he was hanging back - 
probably hesitant after the way he'd snapped that he was becoming increasingly ashamed of. He was replaying 
bits of his conversation with Don, and he remembered a reference to George acting psychotic, and with the 
way Jeff was acting so distant to any mention of George, he wondered as to just what had George done to him 


when at one time, anyone who watched MTV could have told from awful videos alone that they were close. 


"Reb, take all the time you need, by all means. We're not gonna get on you if you don't instantly get on with us. 
If you haven't noticed, we're kind of in a rough patch ourselves, and what made you special for us -and for 
me -was that you were the only one who didn't come to us trying to replace George. Because that can't 
happen" 


"The sound yes; some guys other than me could, but him, no. But | guess you didn't want that at all with 
everything.’ Reb looked at the ground and nodded. "And | know this doesn't apply to George, maybe, but.. you 
know, you especially can't replace someone when they're still around and they could come back at any time, or 


you know they will -if anyone just knew when" 


‘lm not waiting for George to come back to me with the way he's been acting, but yeah, | get it. You know 
Kip's coming back, and | don't intend to stand in for him. I'll be here for you if you want, Reb, but l'm doing it 


my own way." 


Reb nodded silently. He was beginning to lean heavier on the car; fatigue was showing in his legs. The adrenaline 
from the shock of Don's tangent and holding through the rest of the conversation was wearing off, and the 
distress was beginning to manifest physically as he grew too tired to keep running it in his head. He didn't have 
any more energy to put his guards up, and now that he was talking to Jeff and feeling like he could say what 
he wanted as he hadn't with Don, everything that had weighed on his mind from the moment he'd accepted the 


gig was coming forward without a second thought. 


"You can sit down in your car if you want to -or if you want to go home and talk later. I'm not gonna get mad 
if you do," encouraged Jeff. 


"I still miss him every fucking day of my life" Reb dug in his pocket for his keys and set about putting his 
guitar in the backseat. "I'm not sure about telling you this, but maybe you would understand.. But | have 
dreams where he sends me something in the mail giving me an update on how he's doing and telling me that 
maybe he'll be ready to start talking again soon, but then | wake up and realize it never happened and | feel like 
I'm going crazy." 


"Reb." Jeff leaned over the open car door with a knowing look. "You can't make fun of a dream. If we did that, 
everyone in this world would be hearing it for something, and | don't think that'd be the one to get you in 


trouble." 


"Maybe. The uncertainty is driving me insane, but | at least have that." Reb dropped down hard into the 
driver's seat and cranked down the window before closing the door, keeping an open space between himself and 


Jeff. "Maybe I'd move on faster without it, but there's hope I'll see him again soon, and | want that too." 


"But you'd still rather have this now than having it be that you knew for sure you couldn't see him again," 
said Jeff. "Maybe you feel like it's driving you crazy -Mick and | were just talking about that too -but anyone 
else would feel the same in that place. It's not crazy, it's just the way it is -and since you know he will be 


back, there's a good chance it'll be that way until he is. 


"And I'll get through it. I'll function without him around, and | can. Even though | can't go a day without missing 
him when he just wants to be on his own and doing something stupid and feeling sorry for myself until | fuck 
up with someone else, like | did with you." Reb turned to look at the lifeless dashboard over the steering wheel, 
dismayed as he watched his calm demeanor slide away from him once again before he could stop his train of 


words. 

"| guess | just feel selfish for that." 

Jeff sighed. He reached through the open door and put his hand over Reb's shoulder, leaning forward and down 
so that they were eye to eye. So that Reb could see the pain in the eyes hidden under the feathery fringe 
he'd put back when he'd cut away the length of his hair to his shoulders. 


"Don't," he said in a low voice with the slightest tremor that a single percent of attention divided away would 


have missed. "Dont" 


Reb's shoulders contracted as if that tremor had traveled from the sound waves of Jeff's voice, right into 
him through his ear to run through his spine and seize him from the inside out. 


"We'll be back in the morning, and its gonna be great." Jeff stepped out of the window and motioned to Reb 
that he could still hear even as he took a few steps backward, signaling that he was ending their conversation 
for the night to go home and process what in the hell had gone down over the last hour. "And that's already a 
lie, because we both know we're not feeling it, and it's probably gonna suck for everyone. But we'll try anyway, 
because it's not like we have anything else we can do -and maybe we can turn around what happened tonight 


and come out of it feeling alright. | hope you'll try with me." 


Reb nodded, looking down from Jeff as he turned the ignition, and the colorful array of lights on the dashboard 
barely had a chance to stand on their own before blurring together in a mosaic of yellow, orange, red, and 
neon green splotches on the background of the black dashboard surrounded by the grey dividers -almost 
looking like the color scheme on the cover of the first aloum Winger had released together. Then the red and 
orange warning lights left darkness in their places as soon as they'd stayed on the three seconds to prove 
that they were alive and functional for if the car did need to show their message, leaving just the red needles 
on the gauges and the green and yellow backlighting the buttons of the radio, clock, and vents. 


"That's good," he barely managed. 


As soon as he had the window back up, and as Jeff turned around and walked several paces away from the 
car, Reb bent forward and leaned his forehead into the steering wheel. Tears ran against his will when he 
squeezed his eyes shut. Swallowing back sobs that tried to pull him over the edge, he took a staggering gasp 
and wiped them away before sitting up and taking the wheel in hand. 


He tried to set his mind somewhere away from the ache in his chest that had gone dull for so long and put 
his brave face back together as he pulled out from the parking lot and floored it home. The radio blasted at 
full volume to keep from getting too deep in the thoughts that would be his immediate undoing otherwise, and 
it wasn't until he was halfway home that it functioned well enough to keep him fully stoic and straight-faced. 


Kp would want you fo try. At least that's what Reb felt was true in his heart and in his gut, and usually those 
told him right. But there were times they'd told him wrong -most certainly in what they told him of the kind 
of person Kip was when they first met, perhaps with the two times he'd thrown an unnecessary shield up 
against Jeff too -and Reb couldn't help but second-guess it until he wasn't sure what to think. 


Call Alice. When in doubt, call Alice. Reb figured he and Kip must have called Alice Cooper for advice over a 
thousand different things when they were getting started and they weren't quite sure what to do. Never did 
Reb think his guardian angel would end up being in the disguise of a demonic, villainous persona, but if he'd had 


any doubt following the formation of Winger, he definitely didn't after its disbandment. 


He dialed the number he'd come to know by heart and waited through two rings before the line cracked with 


the sound of a receiver lifting and the wires connecting. 
"Hey, is that you, Reb?" 
"Alice? How'd you know?" 


‘Sometimes | just do, Reb. Can't explain it; you only understand when you get the feeling. How'd your first 
meeting with the band go?" 


"It had its ups and downs, and | still have a lot to decide on. | guess you knew | was calling about that too." 


"| don't know; you tell me why you are," prompted Alice, and Reb could hear his knowing expression in his voice. 
He told Alice about his uncertainties, and what Don had said that threw him, about the incoherent yelling that 
had echoed down the hall and Mick coming back crying, and finally his exchange with Jeff in the parking lot. 


‘| have a lot of mixed feelings, Alice. | see signs that if could be good, but then I'm not so sure if I'm wanted 
still, and if they don't want me, who knows what the fans are gonna be like." 


"Reb, | want you to listen carefully -show me you are by not interrupting until | finish -or | will take the 


serious tone, and | don't want to do that any more than you want me to." 


Reb winced. The ‘serious tone’ was whenever Alice dropped his voice so low, soft, and quiet that it was barely 
audible as an alternative to yelling. At best, it was intimidating over small things. When it came to everything 
after loosing communication with Kip, Alice's serious tone reminded him of Kip's monotone and how his 
somehow became even lower and flatter in the same way when Kip was being serious with him. Alice ended up 
avoiding it at all costs with Reb after the third time he burst into tears. If he had to hear it after the talk 
he'd had with Don tonight in combination with his parking lot encounter with Jeff and seeing Mick, he would be 


inconsolable. 
"Got it" 


"You're always welcome to come back to me if you need to, Reb. But the reason why | wanted you to get in 
another gig once | had you on your feet is the same reason why | hope you stay with Dokken for now. Reb, 
you are far too good a player -and that is not something | intend for you to let go straight to your head, but 
to your heart, you hear me? You are far too good a player to be on tour in the shadows of a stage hidden by 
a horror show where few people in that crowd are ever once looking at you. You belong up front, and in 
Dokken, you bet you're gonna be up front. You've got some big boots to fill. And you need to be out front too. 
You know why? You can deny to the death that some people's stupid remarks didn't get to you, and they 
shouldn't. But you know they did, just as much as you and | know they got to Kip at least a little at some 
point, even when he denied it. Paul and | could sit you down and tell you until we're both blue in the face that 
none of those things were true, but it would still go in one ear and out the other. And even if you did listen 
and believe it, you would still be questioning yourself every night onstage, because that's the kind of person 


you are. You need to get out where the crowd can see you and can't deny that you're there and give ‘em hell, 


show'em what you've got -whatever; it's the only way you're gonna get it in your stubborn head what is and 


isn't true and start feeling good about yourself." 
"But we haven't even started writing yet; itll be months at least before we have shows." 
"You don't have to wait until tour to show Don what you've got," said Alice. "Do it" 


"Right now, Reb, its about you Dokken is changing direction, and you are the new force onboard driving that 
change whether you're aware of it or not. You may not fancy yourself a leader, but you have that power, and 
this is your time to step it up. It might be a scary time for you, but as someone who's been through many 
lineup changes, | can assure you it's just as scary for them when they're pretty new to it. And you know 
what, Reb? With what Jeff's just had to deal with, | doubt you're gonna have to get up and be someone you're 
not. Stick to your guns, yes; but have a heart, okay? | know you've got a big one in you." 


"And if they get given hell onstage because I'm there instead of George, and it makes them turn on me in the 
end because I'm the guy from Winger? Then what?" 


Alice sighed heavily, and when his voice dropped a semi-tone, Reb knew he'd been warned. Any more, and he 


was going to get it. 

"No, you're not going to start on that again, Reb. We've already been through this -went through it when you 
got to me even when you weren't going to be seen nearly as much. The same thing applies. Don't worry about 
the people in the crowd; you can't control what they think, and you can't control what everyone on the stage 
thinks either. The only person you need to be worrying about on that stage and in that concert hall, 
amphitheater -whatever -is you" 

"Okay, Alice. I'll sleep on it" He hesitated to say goodbye just then, but didn't dare let paranoia take the lead. 


"Can | maybe call and talk again if I'm still not sure at the end of the week?" 


"Of course you can," said Alice. "And if you want to call to say that it's turning around and you're doing fine, 


you can do that too." 
"Thanks Alice." 


"Goodnight, Reb. Get some rest and go in there ready to give it all tomorrow." 


Haunted Lullabye 


Author's Notes: 

More emotional than | anticipated following the last, but easier by a long shot -especially toward the end. The 
real delay was rewriting half of this chapter after it was lost.. and final exams and moving were entirely 
another thing too. | couldn't resist the stylistic thing (which is a true story Reb told in an interview of Don, 
Jeff, and Mick being in a slow, Beatles and prog state -understandable with the downer they were in), and the 
silver lining of my work getting deleted -allowed me to add the Stephen Stills reference, because | got the 
mentioned song stuck in my head, and depending on how the lyrics are interpreted, it's relevant. (Most people 
see it as a senseless hippy song, but Stills actually wrote it as a song over moving on after he lost his 
girlfriend in a similar tragedy to what Kip Winger faced, so there really was a connection to play on there). Stil 


rebuilding, but plenty more to come. 


Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep.. 


Jeff woke up gasping, chest locked in hard contracture, cold-sweat across his chest, back, and face. His hair 


clung wet against his neck, and his throat and lungs burned. 


Sitting up and turning his cold, numb legs over the side of the bed, he could feel the heat of blood returning, 
spreading like liquid chased by pins and needles sticking every inch of skin Jeff patted his hands to his sides, 
his chest, the surface of the bed, and looked himself over to make sure he wasn't feeling anything different. 


After months of never having a problem, he'd still not been able to convince himself that any torrent of blood 
from his nose drenching his entire body in the nightmares where George had successfully hit him in the face 
wasn't real. Nor did he ever stop startling at the sensation of damp sheets clinging to him upon waking up. 


The sheets were damp from sweat, but not soaked through. There was no trace of red on them, or on 
himself. He ran his hand under his nose and flinched when he felt something wet, but his hand still came back 
clear because it was only mucus. Nothing. Nothing as always. 

Ím not bleeding | didn't piss all over myself. Im fine. 

Fine, or was he? What did ‘fine’ even mean anymore? 

He reached over and silenced the alarm clock on the nightstand, grateful that he wasn't waking in the middle of 
the night. Thus, he wouldn't have to face the choice of going back to sleep and possibly right back into the 
nightmare, or sitting up and losing sleep, which would leave him stricken with fatigue headaches later in the 


day. 


The love-hate relationship he had with his alarm clock had become increasingly positive in the last few months, 


almost to the point where Jeff almost had to drop the hate element from it. Even when he awoke still so tired 
that his body shook, he couldn't bring himself to be upset about having to get up at the alarm’s call. It was 
the sign that he'd come out on the other side of another night, still alive for as hard as it might have been 
Sometimes, after enough nights on end where his nightmares stole his sleep away less than two hours into the 
night, his fatigue would be too great to escape it on his own, even when he became aware it was a dream. The 


alarm was the only thing in the house that would eventually rescue him from the tormenting images. 


Now that the lawsuits were in the final stages, Jeff's nightmares had become more clear and straightforward. 
George Lynch was there, but he was in some evil form that wasn't him, bringing back the fear Jeff held of 
him in their last weeks together. 


The nightmares he'd had for the first two months following George's departure were nondescript and twisted 
in symbolic happenings that were so vivid they felt real, but would not have likely happened in reality. Falling as 
though some invisible force had thrown him back against walls that turned into sharp objects and impaled him 
through his back on impact. Passing by random buildings on the street just as the windows suddenly blew out 
in forceful, fiery explosions that knocked him off his feet and sent glass and flames flying at him, until he 
found himself standing up in a clearing surrounded by piles of rubble too high to escape. Waking up trapped on 
the bus, crashed and on fire. Finding a gash in his chest where George had hit him last, through which he saw 
his beating heart bleeding out and fading away with three last pumps through a twisted, shredded aorta and 


vena cava as flames engulfed everything left around him. 


The least gory but most disturbing of them were the nights he'd walked around the places he would have 
spent time together with George. George's old house, his own old house, and countless recording studios, nearly 
void of everything that brought life to them. He'd had a lot of those, and many of them were still burned so 
clearly into his brain that he had accepted the possibility of them never fading. 


The first day back to the studio in reality was the first time Jeff saw Don nearly lose his patience with him in 
the ordeal of recovery and relapses into breakdown, because he'd been so upset at the thought of going inside 
to find everything empty and busted up that Mick had to go in ahead of them and come back outside to 
confirm that everything except the gear they were bringing in with them was where it was supposed to be. 
That was just to get him to voluntarily go inside the building. It still hadn't stopped Jeff from having a panic 
attack in the middle of it all, curled up on the couch shivering after spending two hours without a hitch, 
because at some point it was all going to disappear and the normal space was going to change to reflect the 
images from his dreams. At some point, it was going to change around him, and this time, it was going to be 
real. And unlike with the dreams where he'd found his way there alone, he'd have to deal with knowing that 
Don and Mick had knowingly brought him into it and he wouldn't be able to trust them either. 


He couldn't blame Don for looking in his eyes to make sure he wasn't high. Jeff couldn't recall a feeling of 
paranoia so strong since getting clean from the cocaine, and being fully aware of his reaction to it made him 


feel completely pathetic. Despite it, he couldn't shake the fear off and control it: 


He knew Don was looking for answers and trying to fix it, and he knew a complete meltdown over the studio 


didn't entirely add up on its own. Nothing truly bad had happened in the building between Jeff and George. With 


what Don knew, the panic and refusal would have made sense on a bus, but not the studio. 


And when some of the details of the nightmares slipped as Jeff grasped for control of himself, he watched as 
the suspicion and anger slid away and a dark cloud of defeat seemed to settle over Don A sad resignation that 


there was nothing he could do to fix it, for how hard he'd tried 


It wasn't always as visible as it was then, but from that moment forward, no matter how determined Don 
seemed on the phone battles with the lawsuits, there was always some despondency over him, and Jeff 
couldn't help but feel that he'd put it there, and every nightmare involving the studio afterward made him feel 


like he was stacking that dark cloud heavier on top of all the personal reasons it had gotten heavier for Don 


Ultimately, none of it would have been a problem if George hadn't gone berserk, and resolving to that was the 
only reason Jeff allowed himself to think heavily on George as of late when litigation issues didn't force the 


subject on him. The nightmares and the dark state of mind -it all started with him. 


Jeff just wished he'd been able to break the cycle sooner. Maybe if he hadn't started the buildup of that dark 
cloud, last night wouldn't have been as hard. Maybe Don would be coping better and Reb wouldn't have had to 
bear the consequences of it on the first night.. 


No, Jeff thought to himself, shaking his head aggressively as if to shake off the thought. Were not doing that 
today. | dont need fo think lke that 


He forced himself from the bed and dragged himself to the shower, trying not to think of how heavy his body 
felt. The burning in his throat and difficulty breathing had not faded from the end of his nightmare where he'd 
been choked, and it felt just so he couldn't blame it on thirst and dehydration alone, especially as he became 

aware of the stuffiness in his head once he was up and walking. But while he was on his own and could stay in 
denial, he dismissed it as such and used the feeling to block out the lingering images and other sensations from 


his dreams. 


His words with Reb already rang true for himself. The day had only just started, and already, it sucked He was 


already run down and a mess both physically and mentally, and just an hour away from full-on illness. 
But hell if he wasn't going to try to fight through it with every fading spark of energy he had left in him. 


On the other side of town, Reb still hung in deeper sleep, having prepared everything to head out the night 


before, and having set the alarm to allow himself to sleep as late as possible 
He too, was facing his afflictions in his sleep, but in a different light than how Jeff did. 


This dream pattern, unlike the more-frequent dreams of his ending with Winger, was not something Reb could 
classify as a nightmare. It was haunting and comforting at the same time as he experienced it and left pain 
behind afterward. However, while it touched his wounds and made him aware of old pain, it did not actively 


traumatize him with new pain. 


It was often the same occurrence every time he had such a dream, aside from the setting where it took 
place. Kip Winger was there with him. This time, they were sitting beside each other in an otherwise-empty 
subway car through New York City at some hellish hour of the morning. At least with no clock to check or 
sky to view, that's when Reb suspected it had to be for there to be a fair chance of ending up alone in a train 


car. 


The conversation was nothing eventful or interesting. Just the every-day banter they might have had at the 
end of a long day or night in the studio. The kind of talk he wouldn't be able to recall when he woke up. He 
would only know they'd been talking. 


The parts of the talk he would remember in the morning would take place in the last few minutes before he 
woke up, as it always did in the few occasions he'd had dreams of this pattern Where the conversation turned 
toward a subject of not having seen each other in awhile. Of being out of communication, and having concern 


for each other in absence. 


The only thing that set tonight apart from the three other times Reb had such a dream was that this time 
when they turned to each other, he could see Kip's face and the deeply contemplative nature of his too- 
familiar gaze. It was only for a moment before he lost sight of it when Kip took him in his arms, but it added 


plenty. 


It wasn't real. But as always, it was more vivid than life -even more tonight. Reb could feel Kip. He could feel 
the athletic yet limber muscles around his core when he wrapped his arms around Kip and returned the hug. 
He tried to keep it loose rather than latching on immediately. Tried to not seem as desperate as he really felt, 
or act clingy because of it. But when Kip pulled him in tighter, his inhibitions dropped and he couldn't help it. 
With that, they were squeezing each other like some invisible force would try to throw them apart. 


And no matter what they did or how tightly they held on, eventually they would be thrown apart, because Kip 
could never stay. No matter how badly they both wanted it, it couldn't happen. 


Reb could feel the train speeding up and bouncing more than it should have on the tracks, and the fear of the 
inevitable separation began creeping up on him. As the train swung around a corner and the cars rattled, he 
and Kip nearly got slung across the seat, and tonight ended up being one which they had to let go before the 
end. Already being apart, Reb knew it was coming fast too. 


They sat sideways on the bench, leaning against the wall of the train and putting one leg out in the aisle to 
plant a foot and resist the pitch of the turns and brakes. They placed one hand out behind them to prop up 
and lean back on, but Reb locked his one free hand tight on Kip's knee -his uninjured one -and Kip reached his 


arm forward to grasp Reb's shoulder. 


His low monotone was strained. He spoke as discreetly as he could while still being loud enough to overpower 


the cacophony of screeching brakes and metal clanking as they rattled down the tracks. 


"This next stop we're getting fo is gonna be the last | can make. Reb, listen | want you to be happy. And | don't 


want you to ever think that | dont care just because Im not around Because | miss you. A lot" 


"And | miss you too," Reb confessed, with more composure than he knew he had a prayer of having if the 
conversation was happening in reality. "But | know why it is how it is. And | want you to be able to be happy 


again to, and know that I'm here, and I'll still be waiting no matter how long-" 


Kip was perfectly stoic, as he often was in reality, but Reb knew him well enough to see the pain underneath 
his exterior -even without seeing his face -as the shaking that tried to force them apart grew stronger. Reb 
willed himself not to inadvertently make it worse for him, which meant slowly loosening his grip and giving in to 
the inevitable, trying to prove to Kip as much as himself that it would be okay after they were thrown apart 
again. That he would voluntarily continue facing the world on his own and would try to be happy in it as 
everything changed again. 


‘Ml be better eventually, Reb Im getting stronger; you dont need fo worry about me. But you need to be happy. 
When I leave this train, | want you to do whatever you need to make that happen. Another band, project, different 
people, different scene entirely -whatever it takes is fine. You can wait for me as long as you want, but dont let 
it hold you back. If you have to let go for awhile, let go. E won't change anything Im still coming back. | wish | could 


come back now. Believe me. | dont know how just yet. Im not ready." 


"Don't worry about that. It's okay," said Reb, before his face scrunched into something halfway between a 
smile and the grimace that came before crying. "God damn it, Kip; | know you know what you were trying to 


do!" 
‘Say it again," said Kip, and this time, there was an audible choke in his voice. "Please." 


‘Its okay." Kip was still fighting, but he was getting stronger, and that was okay. Reb was starting a new 
chapter away from Winger, and that was also okay. He was scared, but Kip wanted him to say that was okay 


too. 
‘Its okay," Reb repeated as the train bounced harder, willing it to himself and Kip. "It's okay." 


The train came screeching to a crawl without stopping entirely, and the doors opened. Wind was blasting 
through the car, pushing Kip toward the exit. With the train still moving and the wind too strong to fight, he 
either jumped now to the safety of the platform while it was there, or risk being thrown into the wall of the 
tunnel and under the tracks a moment later. Both meant separation, but the former meant far less long-term 


damage. 
"| love you," was barely audible through the roar of wind 
Then Kip sprang forward and took a graceful, flying leap through the doors, and it wasn't even two seconds 


later that the view of the platform was obliterated by walls darkness as the train went hurtling down toward 
the next stop. 


'| love you too," Reb whispered in the emptiness of the car, trying to focus on the tingle through his arms 
and sides where Kip had hugged him with so much force, trying to think it was a sign that Kip somehow heard 
it. 


The feeling of tightness was just starting to arise in his throat when the images and feeling of Kip's presence 
began to fade and Reb awoke sprawled across the bed and squeezing a pillow to his chest with all his strength. 


His alarm clock squalled loudly with the static, incoherent buzzes, and murmurs of a nearly out-of-range FM 


station that the train's rattling faded into. 


Whether it was the result of having already drained his emotions the night before, or from having confided in 
Jeff on the presence of such dreams, Reb was surprised -almost pleasantly so -to wake from it with dry 
eyes, and less of a feeling of crushing loneliness on finding himself alone again. At least, he didn't have so much 


of that feeling to block out the other that told him that if Kip had really been there, he would have said the 


exact same words. 


Reb turned the alarm off and tried to replay the moment in his head, minus the train-track's cacophony. The 
images had already faded to nearly nothing, but he had the words. Trying to reimagine the sensation of their 
contact was enough to put the faint tightness back in his throat though, and Reb knew better than to stay 
thinking on it long enough to set himself back when he was a step ahead. He shook off the thought and hauled 
out of bed, stashing the remnants of the dream he'd salvaged in the back of his mind for when he would need 


them. 


He was driving back out to the studio in less than half an hour later, and having timed his departure just 
right, he'd gotten the gap between traffic surges on the road into town, cutting his drive time in half. His own 
drive was pleasing, but seeing the highway running perpendicular over the interchange loaded with a parking lot 


of standstill traffic made his stomach twist as he thought of what bad things could have possibly caused it. 


Don't, he scolded himself, though this time, he could hear Jeff, Alice, and Kip telling him all at once rather than 


himself, and it wasn't so much scolding as it just was stern 

its okay.. The line rang out in Reb's head, like a haunted lullaby trying to will his overwhelming anxiety to rest. 
The off-ramp to get to the studio was less than a mile ahead. Reb shifted into the right lane and took the exit 
when it came, leaving the highway and the thought of the crossway behind, and replacing it with figuring out 
the studio with Jeff. 


When he arrived to the studio, he made his way to the lounge where he expected to find Jeff and Don, but 


only found the former. 


Jeff looked like he'd been through a night of hell. Dark circles lined his lower eyelids, and the way he leaned 


over the table and clutched his coffee mug like his life depended on it overpowered any energetic act he could 


have put on to deny tiredness. His breathing was too noisy, and he sniffed every few seconds, but his tired 


eyes lacked the swelling and redness of tears. 


He looked up and smiled when Reb came into the room, and though he visibly had a hard time forming it, it at 


least looked real. His lips were slack, but a small amount of light crept into his eyes. 
"Sick?" 


"Yeah, | was trying to tell myself | was just thirsty when | woke up, but it is what it is. | guess I'll just have to 
stay five feet back from everyone." 


‘Or tell everyone else to wear a hazmat suit if it gets worse?" 


Jeff cracked up. He didn't get to enjoy the amusement for long before launching into a coughing fit, but it did 


last long enough to see a real smile cross Reb's face for the first time. 

"Well, that just made it official. Better go suit up, Reb!" 

"Not enough sleep and changing lineups. It'll get to you." Reb shared a knowing, sympathetic look with Jeff. 

"Well, part of that's over, so at least we're still going the right way there." 

Even when Paul left Winger with no argument or bad blood between them, they had lost some sleep in the 
week leading up to John's arrival. Rod came down with a cold from lack of sleep, Reb had stayed at home 

imprisoned in the bathroom with a twenty-four hour stomach bug, and Kip had insisted he was fine while 


riding out chills and a low grade fever in the studio for three days. 


"So, what's going to happen today?" Reb looked around the room, still seeing no sign of anyone else. "Are we on 


our own? Because | didn't think we would today-" 


"| don't know about Mick, but Don's on his way. | checked the traffic report when he wasn't here, and the 


route he usually takes-" 


Jeff cut himself off, thinking better at the last second of telling Reb that a car accident was blocking lanes and 


having his mind go somewhere that would torment him. 
"-he's stuck in traffic. He's probably past the worst of it by now." 
"| think | saw it; it looked like a parking lot. But | guess he could be at the front of it." 


"We'll give him fifteen, and if he's not here, we'll do what we want. Probably jam. The next week is probably 
going to be that anyway just so we can get our playing styles adapted to each other." 


Ten minutes later, Don walked into the studio, set down his guitar and some protective carrying case, and 


promptly sneezed as soon as his hands were free to block it. 


Jeff's eyes were twitching as he looked over to Don and his tell-tale eye circles and tried to speak with a 
straight face. 


"Bless yhh-AH-CHOO! Excuse me, ugh.. 

"Bless you?" offered Reb timidly, not even sure who he was talking to now. 

Don took one look at Jeff, started to say something, but stopped himself and sighed. 
"Gesundheit," he said sardonically. "OF course." 


"Yeah, of course. We really could have guessed this was coming, couldn't we?" Jeff repeated his earlier 


conclusion to Don. 


"Is it just the three of us today?" All humor in the situation had dropped away for Reb, and he could feel 


uncertainty creeping back on. 


"And tomorrow. Mick won't be getting back into town until late, if he starts traveling back when he planned to. 
He went home last night because he needed a day to recover, and its probably just as well now that we're 
sick And recovering goes for both of you, Jeff. Not just him. | hope that was most of what you had to deal 


with, because I've never seen him the way he was." 


He opted not to mention how his sides were still sore twelve hours later after Mick grabbed him in a hug so 
strong that he couldn't get away from it before they left for the night. It had almost seemed he was afraid 
of the possibility. 


"Yeah, | know it's just as well. | am at least feeling a little better about that," Jeff admitted, and he was. He did 
suspect the explosion of pent-up feelings had tipped him over the edge to get sick, but being sick for a week 
was far less painful than where he'd been with Mick If things were better between them when he was better 


from whatever crud he'd come down with through the morning, it was worth it in his book. 


"Is there anything else we need to get done from last night, or are we good to just move ahead?" asked Reb. 


I'm good with whatever." 
"We were going to jam all together, but-" 


"Mick's not here, and I'd be silly to sing while I'm sick when | have a choice not to," said Don, "so l'm out on 


that. But if you're ready to move forward, it's full speed ahead at this point if you can keep up." 


Reb sighed as the grip in his chest loosened up. "I'm ready to go, wherever we start. If jamming's the start 


line, I'm already on it" 


| can't sing right now either, but we could jam just instruments only," said Jeff, motioning between himself and 
Reb. "Well, | technically could sing, but jamming acoustic, I'd probably sound like one of those raspy prog and 
folk singers. Stephen Stills or someone like that. Nothing against that though. We did an ELP cover on 
Dysfunctional and have been in a Beatles kind of mood, so it wouldn't be far-fetched." 


‘Or a bad place to look for a start if we're taking it a step back to Dysfunctional, Jeff. We had a fun time, 
doing that with just the three of us. We could do those types of four-part vocal harmonies if we're all here 
and healthy, and as close as we got, that's something we didn’t have before." 


Reb saw Don send a sidelong glance his way at that. 


| could get with pulling inspiration from those bands -don't get me wrong, | loved those late bOs groups to 
death growing up, and the vocal harmony could work with just about anything. But this is Dokken, you know? 
Fast flying leads? Heavy chords? We're supposed to be rocking out! If we're gonna kick up the harmonies, we 


need to kick up the riffs too." 


"And it'll be the attitude you put to your riffs to make that happen, Reb. If you could cover ‘Purple Haze’ in an 
entirely different style and make it work, you can use a harmony structure from that era and make it heavy 


too -you just have to decide how you want to." 


"And we could decide to go an entirely different direction while we're working things out anyway," Jeff assured. 


"Right now, we're still figuring out where we're going. 


"Well, lets jam on that stuff and if | get any ideas, I'll record them to work out at home and bring them back 


here when we're ready for that" 

Reb shot a glance across the room to the well-worn, padded bag he carried a small, old track recorder. Kip 
had given it to him before Winger had formed as means to help him not to forget the most important of riffs 
when they were apart and couldn't work it out right away. 

Maybe today would be the first time he would have a chance to use it since they'd been out of contact. 

Don checked the clock "We're starting later than | planned, so | might as well call up the law office and work on 
some of the paperwork we still have. | won't have as many things to distract me here as at home, so its just 


as well." 


"Got it. And if we come up with something right away of note, I'll shout for you," said Jeff, before having 
another coughing fit down the inside of his t-shirt. 


Reb's eyes widened. 


"Maybe I'd better do any shouting we need to do." 


"Probably not a bad call," Jeff choked, before smoothing his shirt back down and picking his acoustic guitar 
back up. 


"No, and you'd better not do any shouting, Jeff. We've already had this talk over running yourself down too 
fast. Alright, you two have the run of the house." Don retreated down the hallway. 


"So if you grew up on the late bOs prog and British Invasion bands, what got you to hard and heavy?" asked 
Jeff, once they were alone. 


"Hendrix had a part of it, but once | heard Aerosmith, that was it. Of course, others came later -some of 


their songs were too upbeat, but Boston, Tom Scholz had his killer tone; Van Halen isn't a surprise if | tell you- 


Jeff grinned and shook his head as he playfully did an exaggerated pull off a guitar string to mimic the 
twanging line on "Dude Looks Like a Lady". 


"We had a leg of a tour where we were with Aerosmith," he said nostalgically. 

‘| wish," said Reb. "What were they like?" 

"They were a lot of fun. And on the last night, we went out with a prank war to end all others. Including Mick 
walking out on their stage in drag, and me bribing the keyboard player to alter the intro sound on ‘Dude Looks 
Like a Lady’ to sound like someone was saying ‘banana’ to the rhythm -oh, it was great" 

He realized he'd nearly forgotten about that. 

“Alright, I'll be asking to hear all the stories later." Reb reached down to his guitar and out of habit picked out 
the opening chords of "Sweet Emotion," then found himself slowly variating the rhythm as he shifted the 
chords down across different keys. When he got down to a low, modal form of D Major, he noticed the 
variated rhythm rang out strong. 


Not a full riff to take track of, and not with a direction yet, but something to take home as a start. 


And when Jeff had said the night before how great it would be, before turning back on it, there was at least 


one reason why Reb could say it wasn't entirely a ‘God-damned lie 
Its okay.. Im trying, Kp. | promise. 
| know youre trying, Reb. Keep on 


"Hey, maybe this won't suck as much as | was afraid of between last night and being sick. | have some grit 


from this. Maybe | could manage a Steven Tyler impression while we sit here and jam. At least we might laugh 


more when | start trying to hit the high notes with this crud." 
"Hey, no shouting," Reb insisted. 


"Okay, then" Jokingly, Jeff strummed modified chords to "Love the One You're With" to compensate for not 


having an open C tuning. 


‘Or screw the rules and shout anyway," said Reb, feeling a jolt of adrenaline at having let himself say it on his 
first day, until he saw Jeff smile again and realized he hadn't just gotten himself in trouble. 


"Then Joys in the Attic, and maybe we'll jam together on our old stuff just to bring back the fast vibe you 
want," Jeff decided, setting down his acoustic and picking up his bass. "I can tell this is gonna be fun" 


For the first time in two weeks, as sick as he felt, he meant it. 


Cure for My Condition 


Author's Notes: 

Taking a trip back to some mentioned scenes in "Falling Again’ that didn't go into great detail. Reb and Paul 
would have been on the bus with Alice's band when George took refuge there after attacking Jeff -now we 
see it from Reb's perspective. Also a reference to the track recorder from "In the Beginning" (yeah, I'll hope | 
get that out of editing purgatory soon before it ties in more heavily here -just been focused on other 
projects). Its also one attempt to give Don some humanity back. With Reb, he's taken on the role of the 
unfortunate antagonist. (Hopefully one who's still lovable as | gradually reveal what else is going on in the 
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Slate (will reveal which one when | get to the chapter it's written in) that has an opening that reminds me of 
the intro to "Sweet Emotion’, and that's what I'm going with for fictional purposes. Ironically, for as long as this 
took to write, this specific chapter wasn't so painful -it was the chapters ahead that were. Had to work them 
out halfway to decide whether to put Reb's flashback in this one or save it for later. The good news is they're 
mostly written. The bad news is they are heavy, and | don't know how long it'll be until the next update (which 


depends on how much l'm willing to overload emotionally). Only one way to find out.. 


Despite waking up the next morning with the feeling of impending sickness, Reb felt better in his unfamiliar 
territory. 


Perhaps it wasn't as comfortable a feeling as he might have had joining with Alice, had that not been so soon 


after having to dissolve Winger, but it was as comfortable as he'd managed to feel so soon in a new group. 


Granted, the bar was set pretty low, and he was far from ready to let his guard down. But he had hope for 


Dokken, rocky start aside. He had a reason to believe. 


Jeff seemed to be staying true to his words from the end of their hard night in the parking lot, if nothing 
else. Their first day playing together in the studio gave the outline of a forming safe space in the distance for 
Reb. One that wouldn't stop his pain immediately, but one he could see himself reaching soon enough. 


Despite excitement to continue, it ended up being four more days before Reb and Jeff saw each other again 


The day after their first real session in the studio, Jeffs sickness set in, and he woke up to a fever so bad 
that he had to stay home. Body aches and fatigue were things he might have tried to work through. At least 
through the amount he felt letting him know he wasn't fully desensitized to what had practically become a 
normal state of being. A little more heaviness than what he'd regularly endured the last few months didn't 
seem too bad at first, especially when he was excited to get back to the studio for the first time in so long. 
Reb would be waiting for him. Maybe Don would notice if he arrived eagerly for the day, and that would begin 
to make him start feeling more optimistic about things too -and that would make pushing through worth it. 


However, Jeff came to a more realistic conclusion as he went about trying to get showered, dressed, and 
ready for the day. During which he got a true sense for how wonky he felt. If he could barely stagger 
through his house without running into door frames, and if staying standing in the shower for the ten minutes 
was a challenge, he had no business driving himself to the studio. And if he was going to get a cab anywhere, 
he knew it would sooner be to the doctor if he wasn't too delirious to decide anything wise. 


Don was feeling crappy enough from his own crud to have little desire to do anything that didn’t need 
immediate action. With Jeff homebound and Mick still on the road back, when Don called Reb to check on him 
and found out that he was coming down sick too, he called the whole day in the studio off. 


‘Unless you have something already youre dying fo share, Im gonna fell you fo stay home, Reb Mick's not here, 
Jeffs way too sick, and we dont have songs with progress to build on yet. If you have something that could be a 
starting point, that's great, otherwise there's no point in going in fo drag ourselves all day." 


Reb would have been willing to stick it out, if for nothing else than to make a good name for himself after his 
uncomfortable start, but he wasn't going to argue with staying home and sleeping in either. So he agreed with 
Don's reasoning, and they all stayed home. 


He doubted he'd picked what he had up from Jeff when he heard the symptoms. His low-grade fever and 
scratchy throat was more likely the result of his body not knowing what to do with the stress of getting in 
another band finally being over. Though he doubted it would be his luck, Reb hoped it was mild enough to ward 
off. 


It wasn't. He woke up the second day with a classic head cold. As he found out when he called Jeff up, still 
nowhere near as bad as what he was dealing with, as Jeff barely had a voice left to speak with from near 


constant, rib-splitting coughing. 


Don had, in his own words, ‘personal matters’ to deal with for the next two days, and wouldn't be in. For that 


reason, Reb and Jeff decided together that they didn't need to meet with Mick and get him sick too. 


Jeff had been the one to call Mick, and though it was uncomfortable, it hadn't been as hard calling him up as 
it had been. He was glad that Mick had escaped the bug cycling between them, and hoped they would 
successfully keep it away from him. If there was one thing he could say for the second day's progress, he was 
truly feeling more optimistic about getting past his trouble with Mick, even with many reasons to avoid him 


awhile longer. 


With as physically run down as he was, Jeff hoped to stay at home and let what he had run its course. The 
second night; however, his fever spiked to nearly 105. Dealing with it on his own ended up terrifying. 


As he crawled through the house, keeping a handset phone in reach at every moment in case he had to call 
for help, he thought back to previous encounters in the 80s when he'd become badly ill. Laying himself out on 
the kitchen floor under the ceiling fan with a damp towel, bags of ice, and keeping the thermometer nearby to 
check periodically, images flooded his mind of the times George tended to him while he was sick in his bus 


burk. 
Shadows turned into ominous things as night fell and his slowly-dropping fever fueled his weird dreams. 


He fell into an uneasy sleep, there on the kitchen floor. The first dreams he had would have been pleasant, if 
not for what had come in reality after them. They took Jeff back to those times with George there, and 
everything about it felt so good that it felt wrong. 


George was tucking the ice bags around him and keeping him covered up and distracted from the cold. He could 
vividly feel George leaning over him and putting his cool cheek to his forehead to get a better sense of the 
heat difference than his hand -roughened from outdoor activity and tapping strings -could sense. 


One part of him wanted to have that again and felt comforted by the distant, pleasant memory. One part 
wanted to reach up and lock onto George and hug until George held him in his arms that were gentler on his 


aching body than the thin bunk mattress. 


The other part screamed to make it all go away, fearing what was coming next. Somehow, that part won over, 
and he found the strength to sit up jet straight and push George away with all four limbs. Once he'd sent the 
guitarist flying backward across the aisle of the bus, dread washed over him, and he huddled against the back 
wall of the bunk, knowing he had set off the chain of events he always feared. 


The ice bags busted open, flooding him with cold and numb. The warm sunlight coming in through the bus 
windows outside the bunk area was gone. In fact, he was no longer resting in the safety of his bunk at all, but 
lying on the floor of the bus, right where he'd been attacked. Pressure was building in his chest, and each 
breath was painful and difficult. 


Paralyzed with fear, he lay waiting for George to come back in an evil, distorted form, as he did in most 


nightmares. 


Instead, the bus doors opened, and it was Mick and Don coming onboard to find him, just as they had that day. 
Except that Mick's face was bruised and swollen beyond recognition, and Don's recognizable features were 
worse. The whites of his eyes were red with burst blood vessels, he had dried blood tracked down his shirt 
and smeared under his nose, and contusions in the shape of fingers wound around his neck where he'd been 


strangled and held until he was seconds from death. 


Before it could go any further, Jeff surfaced in reality, choking on mucus, still on the kitchen floor to the 
microwave clock reading 5:30 in the morning. Weak with fever and having just woken, he had to reach up and 
grab a drawer handle from the counter he lay beside to pull himself up. He propped his back against the hard 
surface that made him shudder on contact as images of the bus corner he'd been thrown into flashed before 
his eyes. Then, with gravity working in favor of his lungs' attempt to clear their path, he gave way to another 
coughing jag so violent that pain seared through his side and stabbed every time he tried to gasp for breath 


in between. 


By the time he stopped choking, he was in tears he couldn't decide whether to attribute to physical strain, or 
the nightmare. 


He settled on the latter while trying to convince himself that the first half of his dream wasn't real, and that 


he didn't want George there to take care of him and help clean the mess. 


The second half with Mick and Don's gruesome injuries wasn't real either, but Jeff didn't bother trying to 
convince himself that much. It might as well have been real with all they'd been through. Had it been any 


worse, it likely would have. 


One of the ice bags had indeed busted open, so that part had been real. The kitchen tiles were slick underneath 
Jeff, and his shirt was soaked through to the skin with ice water. The ceiling fan had taken full advantage of it, 


and the downward air current was attacking him with a cold blast that set his chills back in action 


It took an hour to gather the strength to get up from the cold, wet floor, by which point his fever had risen 
back up to 102, despite the unintended dousing. Going into day four of illness, Jeff finally ended up getting a cab 
to the doctor after cleaning up the mess and himself. Stress-driven sickness was something he knew all too 
well, and usually ran its own course, but he'd learned in the 80s when it was time to say enough. He had two 
more days -one with Don out, and then one they'd all planned to be out -for the antibiotics to start working 
their magic. There was a chance he'd be ready by then. It wasn't too late for what he'd hoped to have had 
happen on the first day before he'd resigned to staying home. 


Reb's third day was less eventful. He spent another day alone at home too, and for once in his life, he was 
enjoying being sick. His symptoms were enough to make him feel sleepy, but not too severe to keep him awake 
or bring on nightmares. Stuffy head and mild fever had muted his dreams instead, and he was getting the 
best, deep sleep he'd had since his last phone call with Kip. Possibly longer than that. 


When he wasn't sleeping, he was playing guitar, without stressing about getting ready for a show or what 
someone else might think of anything he tried to create. While Reb did hold back from trying to generate a 
load of riffs he had no hope of remembering while sick and out of the studio, he was looking forward to the 
next chance when he could. 


He fidgeted with the D minor tone he'd hit while improving on the start of "Sweet Emotion’, and he played it 
over and over again, until he knew he wouldn't forget that much. He didn't think it was enough on its own to 
show to Jeff, and he didn't know where he wanted to take it on his own yet. If he'd been healthy and could 
have trusted himself to attempt retaining a couple of possible riffs with the help of an old track recorder Kip 
had passed along to him, he was certain that when he started working with what Don and Jeff came up with, 
he'd think of a different riff that fit better. And they'd want the latter one more. Or at least Don would, he 
supposed. Jeff seemed like he'd be more flexible about it. 


Reb knew he still could have tried to come up with something and share it despite that, if he'd felt ready. It 
spoke miles ahead as to how working with Jeff would be, when Jeff took it upon himself to call him up that 
afternoon. Even though he spoke with a painful, squeaky whisper. Even though his every other sentence was 


broken up with coughing that made the amount Reb was experiencing seem like nothing. Even though he was on 


antibiotics that upset his stomach -enough that he warned Reb in advance in case he suddenly had to hang up. 


Jeff called, just to check in, in lieu of meeting, and to ask if Reb had anything pressing ideas he wanted to work 


out over the phone. 


Reb had told him on their first day together about his challenged ability to remember his ideas. He'd let Jeff 
know how sharing those ideas and being able to jam out on them helped greatly in being able to bring it all 
back later. 


He hadn't expected that Jeff would remember to look out for that so soon when they'd barely started getting 
to know each other. He wouldn't have expected or asked Jeff to go to the extent of calling him either, when he 
was supposedly too sick to walk in a straight line. 


Reb thought it was nice, and he was lost as to how to properly show thanks for it, to the point that he 
started to second-guess his choice not to come up with riffs while they were homebound. It made him feel 


guilty that Jeff had made a point of calling him, and he didn't have anything to make it worthwhile. 


He just didn't want to come up with something and go through the battle to retain it, only to scrap it because 
something else was better. Even if he created the very riff that was better than the initial one, it would still 
be his initial work getting looked at as ‘not good enough’. Even though Reb had a good enough personal opinion 
of his own work, and even though Kip had taught him to handle criticism and use it as a tool to improve even 
further, he'd heard more than enough negativity toward the end of Winger. Of the kind he couldn't turn into 


something good, because it wasn't designed to be anything other than mean 


The thought of hearing any more negative criticism of any kind for awhile -even a constructive kind that could 


help him -turned his stomach. And he knew Don wouldn't hold back from giving it if he saw fit. 


Avoiding what was possible to avoid seemed comfortable and fair enough to him, even if it meant being 


stranded in the creative process until they got back with each other. 


But while he struggled to feel comfortable with Don, per result of the unfortunate circumstances he'd come 
from and their less than perfect first deep discussion, his lax handling of the schedule with everyone sick 


didn't strike Reb as the control freak he'd heard Don called before. 


That, combined with Jeff's overbearing kindness being present when he was visibly at a low point made Reb 
question what had happened with George even more than he already had. 


He'd always seen George Lynch as a hero. He shill did, and trying to figure out how he would live up to filling 
his place was even more daunting as he began the process of working toward it. George looked and sounded 
cooler; he had a presence that was stronger and more intimidating, he had the respect of fans that he didn't 


have -everything Reb felt that he was lacking, George had. 


But as highly as he viewed him, Reb had a feeling that George had been the one to screw up this time. Having 
an inner view of his bandmate's lives, he had a perspective of the second breakup of Dokken he hadn't had 


before. 


And with recovery bringing him good sleep and a clear mind to use, it was hard not to think about that, as he 
tried to put his new perspective and what he knew so far together to gain a better understanding of his new 


bandmates. 


He'd been with Alice during the second breakup, touring alongside Dokken. While the first breakup could have 
been debated to be the result of any number of things, the tension between Don and George being just one 
thing, this time, Reb knew it had to do something with George solely. 


He hadn't known who'd been in the wrong or the right, but he'd known something had happened between George 
and the rest of Dokken, when they'd stopped along the tour schedule to have a meeting with management, 


addressing existing plans for George to leave. 


After the meeting, George had shown up on Alice's bus before they took off ahead of Dokken to a lone show. 
Alice had kindly given George the refuge he'd looked desperate for, and he'd spent that night on their bus, as 
well as the next day and the following night. 


Reb remembered George that night. Huddled in an extra seat on the tour bus. 
Never in his life had he seen somebody so strong look so weak and pitiful at the same time. 


George's face -or the amount of it that wasn't hidden -was ashen and coated with a dull sheen of cold sweat. 
He had puffy, bloodshot eyes that sneaked fearful glances about his surroundings and tried to avoid contact 
with any others. Whenever he wasn't clinging with shaky hands to a trash bag, he was leaning against the cool 
window glass and hyperventilating to keep nausea at bay. 


It was a terrible sight that was impossible to look away from, try as one might have. A few years ago, Reb 
would have compared forcing his eyes off George that night to not being able to look away from a car 
accident, but his wired mind wouldn't so much as let him try to put those two words in any figurative phrase 
together. They were too real, and out of respect to what Kip was going through, he couldn't bring himself to 
draw that analogy. 


He ended up deciding it was like trying to ignore a house fire. It was watching something -or someone -sturdy 
and imposing -so much bigger and stronger than him -self-destructing and deteriorating fast right before his 
eyes. 


Reb felt bad for glancing occasionally in George's direction, along with Paul and the others. He could see the 
shame and fear George had of his physical condition, and as he supposed, whatever happened before he'd ended 
up on their bus too. 


But like everyone else who couldn't keep their eyes off George entirely, Reb had been too fearful to approach 
him too. They didn't know what had happened, and it wasn't their place to ask, tempting as it was. And they all 


knew better than to eavesdrop on Alice when he called Don late the next morning. 


Only Alice dared to interact with George, and the interactions he made were very brief and to-the-point. Alice 
checked to see that George was as physically comfortable as he could be made in his condition, but he didn't 
make the slightest gesture to sit down with George over what happened and what he was hiding from, nor did 


he try to comfort him emotionally. 


He gave George medicine to combat his nausea. He offered him a bottle of Gatorade to drink and warned him 
to stay hydrated through all the sweating and throwing up. He told him where he could find extra blankets if 
he needed one, offered him a pillow to sleep with on the couch, and told him to ask if there was anything else 


he needed. But that was it. 


Alice tended to lean toward tough love standards, so some of that was normal. To Reb, it was how detached 


Alice's interaction with George had been that seemed off at the time. 


Even hardly knowing him in his session days, Alice had always given Reb the invitation to talk if he needed to 
on bad days. Had Paul been in George's place that night just from being ill, Alice would have been up half the 
night tending to him. Reb knew that, because Alice had spent a few nights up with hm when he was still new in 
the band. 


He hadn't needed to think hard to realize whatever had happened with George was bad. But knowing Dokken was 
in the early stages of another breakup, he'd just suspected it was a whole-band thing. That they'd all done 
something bad to each other with whatever they'd stopped with their management to deal with. 


In hindsight, seeing the signs of lasting trauma on Jeff, despite how kind he'd been otherwise, Reb was realizing 
that whatever George had done in his last weeks in Dokken was far worse than anything Jeff, Don, and Mick 


could have done to him. Two and two were coming together. 


He remembered the second day, hearing Alice have a long conversation with someone on the phone after his 
talk with Don. Though he hadn't tried to make out any words out of respect to Alice's preference of having 
phone privacy, Alice hadn't seemed as serious about keeping the second phone call private. 


Later, Paul said he was talking to Kane Roberts. 


"He had some trouble after Kp and I left, after some of his anger problems got too far out of control | dont 
know every one of the contributing factors, but he had to deal with some serious stuff after leaving Alice's band," 
Paul whispered fo Reb while they sat together in Paul's bunk that night with the curtain drawn for as private a 
conversation as they could get on the bus. 


"We dont really talk all that much these days. All| know from Alice is he's doing solo stuff now, and he's a lot 
more happy and down to earth now. There were enough good times -I know Kane's basically a good guy. He had a 


way of being an ass sometimes though, and of whatever drugs he was on, most of us suspect steroids were part 
of it -its not hard to guess why that could make someone a little crazy. And well, if you take a look at George - 
look at how he looks now compared to a few years ago, and you know that he's been said to be more violent 


lately.. | think he's gotten caught up in the same thing too." 


It hadn't made much sense then, only seeing the members of Dokken in passing from that point on to the end. 
Mick, Don, and Jeff had seemed like silent shells of their former selves after the two nights George spent on 
their bus. They weren't talkative with each other, nor those around them. George was almost always by 
himself, but Jeff was almost always next to Don or Mick, and never alone. More often than not, he was with 
Don, who Reb had noticed always let know Jeff if he was going somewhere else and asked if he was okay being 


alone or wanted to come along, which was a massive difference from the rest of the tour prior to that. 


When Jeff was alone in that time, there was something off about him. Usually, he was looking around in every 
direction as he walked, keeping watch for something he feared. The first five days, he'd trudged about with an 
awkward stride, like everything hurt to move, and thinking back, Reb realized he'd never seen Jeff bare his 


arms in those last two weeks. Every inch of his skin, save for his face, neck, and hands were covered. 


He'd seen Jeff walk through the backstage halls, eyes reddened with unshed tears the very last night, fists 
clinched angrily. Don and George had been yelling minutes prior to that. 


Reb had wondered then who Jeff was angry with, or if he was just frustrated with the situation, and now he 
could guess it was the latter. There was more to it than the stress he knew came about when a band fell 


apart. 


Most frightening was realizing now without a doubt to be had that George -the person he'd seen as standing 
so far above him -had done something to hurt Jeff and it had effected Jeff, and Jeff only. The person who 
had lowered himself to stand on Reb's level, and been so kind, even when he was replacing who had once been 


Jeff's closest friend. 

And whatever George had done to Jeff to put him in the state he'd been in and leave so many marks of 
trauma on him now -Reb didn’t know if he wanted those answers. Even if they had a direct impact on what his 
time with Jeff would be like -and he knew they would. 

He didn't know if he could stand to see the final aftermath of another fire. 


The very fire he had to help rebuild after. 


Finding Ground 


Author's Notes: 

(| finally return to this over a year later because despite ever-present insanity, I'm actually in a good state to 
write it without becoming an emotional basket case.. for now!) For whatever downside there may have been to 
this story sitting as long as it has and probably being forgotten, I'm actually glad for the delays, because in 
my hiatus from it, | encountered some sources of inspiration that will probably make it better in the long run 
-both for plot and characterization A few of which already come into play here. Lots of connections -still with 
"Falling Again’, there's more of the track recorder from "In the Beginning’, the chalkboard Don's solo band 
members gifted him in "Regrowth" now as Mick's way of giving him snide, comic relief.. and to the obscure 
parts of Dokken history. Those who know probably understand why Don is in the state of mind to be a tragic, 


unintentional antagonist through this story -with some redemption in this chapter. 


The first afternoon back in the studio, Reb found himself frantically scrambling up the external stairs to the 
second floor their space in the building was in. He wasn't late to make it by the time he was asked to be 
there yet, but having had so few meetings in the studio, he didn't trust he'd get off the hook easy if he didn't 
make it, regardless of the reason. Factoring in the possibility of traffic being worse than usual, he was 
striving to arrive no later than ten minutes early, even at the sacrifice of sleep he typically wouldn't give up 


at any cost. 


And somehow, today, he was arriving with hardly two minutes to spare, even without a traffic jam. He wasn't 
sure when he'd lagged behind. The only possibility that made sense was that he must have moved slower than 
he was aware of, still thinking about everything that had played in his head during his time at home as he got 


ready to leave. 


‘Sorry it took so long for me to get here," he called out as he pushed the door open and dragged himself and 
his gear through. "I don't know what happened -it wouldn't be an excuse even if | did know, but-" 


"Hey, take it easy, will ya? You're fine," insisted Mick, looking over to the door. "Jeff and | aren't gonna tell on 


you, and Don wouldn't care anyway. He definitely won't today." 
Reb took a quick look around the room. 


Jeff was in the back corner, hunched in an awkward posture whilst setting his stuff up, but Don was nowhere 


to be seen. 


"Don's late too?" 


Jeff plucked his bass string. This time, he got the sound he wanted, and stood up gradually to face Reb. 


"He said he had a few stops to make in the morning. It's possible he got hung up somewhere and took longer 
than he thought. Mick and | figure if he's not here by the time we're all set up, we'll go ahead and get 


started. You can join us, if you want." 


Reb could feel the uneasiness between Mick and Jeff, particularly in how detached they seemed when 
mentioning each other despite being in the same room. At least they didn't have a wall of ice between them 
like they'd seemed to at the audition, nor did they look on the verge of another yelling match that would end in 
tears, as on the first night. He hoped that if it couldn't get any better, they'd stay the way they were for 
the day. 


Keeping his head down, he set up his gear without any further commentary over Don -or any at all, aside 


from nervous, unintentional half-whispering, outlining every step of his setup as it went in his head. 


"Plug this" „cord in "here, and this" „pedal goes in "that port" „and I "think HI start" with distortion on "low - 
maybe three." 


The door swung open just as he was strapping his guitar, and Don walked through swiftly. His face rested in a 
dour, but mainly blank expression, and he held a book under his left arm, overtop several large legal envelopes. 


The coloring on the outside of the former made it appear to cater to a young audience, despite the thickness. 


Mick did a double-take when he got a view of the book Don was carrying. 


"Alice in Wonderland? Did | see that right?" 


"I take this book with me to the hospital for the kids," said Don coldly. "You can think what you want about it, 
but I'd appreciate it if you keep whatever it is to yourself.” 


"What if it's not a bad-?" 


Don held up a finger as best as he could while keeping the stack locked under his arm and glared at Mick, 
saying a hundred different things without speaking a word. He wouldn't hear it regardless, and that was barely 
the start. 


Reb could tell that Mick simply hadn't thought the book in question wasn't something Don would pick for 
himself, and a part of him was itching to blurt it out and clear the misunderstanding hanging in the air, 
because good grief, did the air feel too thick with tension to walk through. 


Tension that wanted to turn into an argument over a book of all things. Did that really warrant an argument? 


He didn't understand why it did 


However, he held his tongue, feeling too intimidated with the possibility of landing himself into a fight he wasn't 


ready to handle, let alone understand. 


Reb suspected that there wasn't an answer to all of it, but realized there were a lot of holes in what he knew 
about what was going on in Dokken, beyond what had happened with Jeff and George, and he had a lot of 


questions that were likely too personal for him to get an answer about anytime soon. 


Hospital? Kids? Why is Don reading to kids at the hospital? And why would he do it if he seems so upset over 
it? 


Whatever the reason why, it seemed important and likely to explain a lot. But he didn't dare ask. 


He wasn't ready to chance a repeat of the first night. And Don already seemed frustrated enough without 
getting prodded with questions. 


Jeff sighed, clasping his hands before his stomach in a near-begging gesture. 


"Can we forget about that and just get started? Please?" 


"Anything you want to start with, Jeff?" Without acknowledging any part of Jeffs discomfort, or the near- 
disagreement, Don pushed them forward, giving Jeff the decision, if it had any power to make it up to him. 


"I have a couple of acoustic things we might be able to build on. I've already shown you one," Jeff offered. 
"Mick and | were just about to try jamming with each other alone, just for kicks. That's something we can do 


anytime though." 


"| could use a minute to get all this put away, so you can have at it if you want. | might as well get today's 
phone call | have to make over with. Not like this phone call isn't gonna be just as stupid as every one of 
them." Don shrugged and continued down the hallway, toward a small office space to stash the envelopes -and 


Reb at least hoped, to put the book out of sight and out of mind. 


Reb didn't realize he'd zoned out looking down the hallway, until Jeff piped up. 


"Don't worry about that, Reb. Don's going through some personal stuff -that had nothing to do with any of 


us. 


Reb nodded. "I was starting to figure." 


"He's also dealing with the loose ends of stuff we're trying to get behind us," said Mick, taking obvious caution 
not to mention George's name. "While we'd help him if he asked for it or let us, l'm pretty fucking glad to not 
have to deal with that. And -well, yeah. I'd like to help him, but at the same time, | don't” 


He had started to instead give his opinion that it would be wrong to make Jeff deal with any of it, but decided 
last minute it was better to not say anything about that part at all 


| have something else | want to bring inside. I'll be back in a couple minutes if you still want to go at it" 


While it was mostly an excuse to leave Mick and Jeff to their own efforts, it wasn't a lie. Reb used the time 
to haul up his old, trusty, track recorder. Not only did he remember the riffs that he saved on it, but 
practically every resulting song became ones he felt the best about. Needed or not amongst all the newer 
equipment in this studio, the awkward start to the day was all it took to justify having it there for luck, or 


just as a comfort. 


When he got back in, Mick and Jeff were bringing a hard, fast-paced jam to a gradual stop. Minus a lack of 
guitar, it was enough like a classic Dokken sound Reb easily felt he could fit into with any number of riffs he 
could form. 


"Are we deleting that, or keeping it?" Mick hit a switch on a larger, newer track recorder on a studio wall 


rack. 


"While I'd think first to delete it and leave it behind, l'm actually not sure," Jeff admitted. "You know what? 
Keep it, because maybe we can turn it into something later. Make something good out of this whole time 


we've been having." 


Reb had gone to set his recorder down, and stood in the doorway separating the main space from the hallway, 
waiting for the two to finish what was probably just the first of a few reconciliation sessions, when he felt 
that someone was coming up behind him. 


"Hey, Reb?" 


Reb turned around, and despite knowing already, flinched so hard coming face to face with Don, he felt bad, 
especially when Don himself seemed to flinch at his reaction. As intimidating as Don's odd state of mind was 
paired with his new role in Dokken, something was going on, and Reb didn't want to make Don feel like he was 


entirely terrified of him. He didn't think that was the case, anyway. 


If anything, he just didn't want to upset him, and was afraid of not knowing if what seemed like frustration was 


truly his fault, or misplaced from something else. 


‘I'm sorry," he blurted, ducking his head. "I'm sorry -l'm terrible with corners and halls, and-" 


"No, I'm sorry. That was a little sudden. I'm sorry," Don murmured. "Come here. There's something | want 


to show you.” 


Reb followed Don down the hall to a smaller, storage room, where a four track recorder standing on a portable 


rack stood in the middle of the floor. 


"This isn't the first time you've crossed paths with us. l'm sure you've heard stories about our infamous, 


portable recording studio." 


"You bet | have" For a moment, despite his nerves, Reb couldn't contain a sliver of his excitement, nearly 
gawking at what was, in some ways, a piece of musical history. However many hits had all started on that 
portable four-track, from all the corners of the world it had been through. "It still works?" 


"Still works," said Don, matter-of-factly, giving the side of the assembly case a gentle pat. "We don't use it as 
much these days, but we keep it around, because you never know. The last run on the road, after the big 
blowup, Jeff and | found it somewhat of a necessary distraction. | have a couple of acoustic tracks on this 
that we did together, to get through a few things. We might not use them if we come up with enough from 
this point forward that's better, and we might rewrite the lyrics. But that's in the air. Jeff and | already 
went as far as we're going to get on our own. What | want to see, if you're interested in it, is what you can 


do with it, and how the rest of the song falls into place." 


"Is it a song you know we're going to use?" 


"As of right now, I've hit a dead-end Can't get it over the wall. The song itself might just depend on 
whatever you decide to do with it. If you're not interested, we can leave it behind But if it does give you 
ideas, I'd bet you can, Reb." 


Before Reb could respond, the phone in the office across the hall began ringing again. Judging by the fist that 
formed at Don's side and the silent, mouthed profanities professing his hatred of that phone, it was expected, 


and unavoidable. 


"All | ask is you take a look when you have a chance." Don set down a sheet with drafted lyrics before he 


slipped through the doorway. "Think about it.” 


Nobody beside Don was busy with anything in particular, given the disorganized chaos stage of starting a new 
project with a new lineup, where nobody had an idea in common to work on yet. Reb figured he might as well 
check it out now and let it roll in his head while he worked on other things. See if any other riffs he came up 


with through the day led him to something that might work for Don's idea. 


He looked the lyrics over. 


Simple, and of the style that critics had often attacked Dokken for in the 80s. Cynical, bordering on self-pity, 
and lamenting lost love. Unmistakably Don's wording. But painfully relatable. 


It wasn't just Don's own secret torment that had formed the verses of insomnia, endlessly swirling thoughts, 


and exhaustion It was also the need for escape, or to find someone who still had hope for the world. 


At least enough hope to still believe they'd all manage to get back to a better place. To let go of the recent, 
difficult past for good, without it creeping back up to find them later. 


Escape seemed like both Don and Mick's contributions. Mick, physically, and Don by mind, if everything Jeff 


had said to describe him in their talks so far was true. 


Without a doubt, the impact of George's departure on Jeff had inspired Don's thoughts as well, though Reb 


was certain Don had written them from his perspective, rather than something Jeff had added himself. 


There seemed to be room for another verse, returning from where Don had marked an intended place meant 
for a guitar solo off. Maybe he could make some of his own thoughts fit, if he felt welcome to do so when 


the time came. 


It was going to be slow paced, but not even playing the track with the tune, Reb could feel it begging for a 
heavy, anguished riff coming in at just the right moment after a quiet beginning. It wouldn't have to be fancy 
or difficult to play, but it would have to strike hard with the right tone and effects to bring the emotions 
through. 


He knew from his earliest days of breaking through the challenges of remembering the riffs he made that 
he'd figure the right one out for sure when he played along to that acoustic track, and playing to an 
accompaniment helped him bring back any fading parts. With Don and Jeff having already recorded a rough 


backing to return to, there was no fear of forgetting his own contributions to hold him back. 


Ideas were sparking as he listened to Jeff and Don's run through a single verse with basic, acoustic chords - 


he could feel the mood of the album they were starting come alive in his mind, with complementary riffs. 


"Yeah, we can work at this sometime," he said out loud, to no one in particular. "I'll think about what | can do." 


Spending a few more minutes thinking it over while listening after Don left, Reb thought on what to do with it, 
and ideas for other potential songs that could fit in well with the sound in his head. He was certain he'd have 
more ideas he'd have to work on right away to retain once he had a jam with Jeff in a mind unclouded by 


impending illness. If they didn't, maybe he'd ask to work on it right away with Jeff. 


If not, he decided he'd save it for a day working alone with Jeff, when things got tougher. When one of them 


felt discouraged, or overwhelmed. Maybe jamming it out would be cathartic in a constructive way. 


He could at least hope for that. 


When he finally returned to the room with Jeff, Don, and Mick, Don was singing an idea for a chorus he'd 
written with Mick. 


lm feeling empty inside. 

| see the heartache you hide in your eyes 
lm feeling empty inside. 

Shattered 


For a rough start, he was backing it with a simple acoustic progression between some form of a D major 
seventh chord resolving to a C major chord that floated the sound somewhere too bright to be a true, D 
minor tune, but too dark to reside in the parallel major key. Whatever they wrote around it would have to 


identify what mode it would fall into. 


This one already seemed to have a darker, edgier tone than the one Reb had looked over, just for a couple of 
lines, and had more room in it for hard riffs, regardless of speed. It was so relatable too, and though neither 
said it, Reb knew right off the bat that Don had come up with that lyrical hook after a discussion related to 
Jeff. 


They could all relate to it, for their own, separate reasons, but they'd written it for Jeff. 


He almost felt like he'd walked in on another private moment. Until Jeff spoke up. 


"Reb! Do you want to help figure out an instrumental intro to a song?" 


"Sure," he said, with as much hesitance as eagerness. "Am | allowed?" 


‘Of course -| can get pretty far by myself, but | don't intend to carry the main instrumental line on every 
track with a bass. You're part of this now." 


"That goes for anything," said Don. "We're full-swing in coming up with lyrics, too. We'll consider incorporating 


anything profound you share, so speak if you have an idea 


"IIl consider it," said Reb, slowly making his way onto the other side of Jeff. 


Don seemed to be kinder to him today, despite his short temper on arrival, but he wasn't about to take 
chances on pushing it too far. It seemed he wouldn't be the one to do it though, because the phone rang 
again, and this time, Mick accompanied Don out to the hallway while the latter lamented how much he hated 
that phone. 


"| know this first hour's been all over the place. It's not even organized chaos -it's disorganized chaos! That's 


on us, not you. We'll work on that, too," Jeff promised. "Hopefully, some of that will be over soon, anyway." 


‘I've seen it to a point. | get it" There was always brief chaos whenever Alice had someone leave and another 
come in, and it usually lasted a couple of weeks before everyone settled in, even with Alice's system to guide 
things along. And even without a mess of lawsuits, there had been a lot of phone calls with management when 


John came into Winger. Reb knew he had his fair share of phone calls he'd have to deal with on the way. 


"Good to see you survived the Dokken plague, by the way. | swear, that also wasn't an intended welcome gift!" 


Reb wheezed with laughter at the sudden jab at how fast whatever bug going around got between members 


of any band either in session or on the road together. 


"Maybe there's a cough when | first wake up in the morning, but that's it. I'm alive, and uninjured. If its a 
sign l'm finding my place with you guys, I'll take it though." 


He could tell, despite Jeff's patience through the morning and his good spirits that the same couldn't quite be 
said for him yet. Indeed, Jeff was still on antibiotics strong enough to glaze his eyes over when he sat still 
for too long, and nursing what he hoped was only a pulled muscle in his ribs, which flared up whenever he 


made any sudden movements involving bending his core or lifting his arms. 


"Alright -well, now that we actually have a chance to start, for real this time, Don and | kind of started 
coming up with this outline here. | don't think he intends to speed it up but so much, and with the content, | 
don't know how much it'll call for it by the time we figure out where it's going. But, | agree with what you 
were saying the other day. This is a place to plug the guitars back in and make it heavy.’ 


"| thought the same thing from what | just heard" Reb pulled his own guitar back on, knowing this time he'd 
actually get a chance to play it. "Did you guys have any other parts besides the chorus where you had a 
rough idea of what you want it to sound like?" 


"Don's still tweaking the verses with Mick, but | think he wasn't going to have a particularly melodic vocal line 
there. He described sort of a monotonous rant feeling to it. We've sort of been chugging on a low, D power 


chord there, and l'm trying to fill it in. There's definitely room for a guitar hook to run under there." 


"Are you thinking low pitch, to match what you all are starting with, to not interfere with the lyrics?" 


"Probably." Jeff shrugged. "I don't know where Don's gonna have his vocal line in pitch, but that's something 
we can adjust later. Move to a different key if we absolutely have to to get the right feel.’ 


‘| like the sound its got, if we can make it work where it is," Reb admitted. "Did you already sort of have a 
tentative bass line? | can probably come up with a riff pretty quick here, but | don't want to step on your 
toes and use one that's going to clash." 


"Well, do you mind just hitting the power chord for a moment? | was considering a semi-climb pattern. 


Maybe if | play that, you can shift to something that'll go with it" 


“Sure.” Deciding his guitar was at a perfect setting with the moderate amount of distortion he'd initially set it 
up with, Reb struck the power chord on the lowest strings to a sharp, chugging rhythm. To the same beat, 
tapping his heel against the floor as a guide in lack of drums, Jeff slid up and down the fingerboard along a 


semi arpeggio on the modal D chord. 


Reb nodded as he watched and listened to it. Gradually, he began to trace the same pattern, an octave higher 
on the guitar's lower, thicker strings that buzzed with distortion just enough to make an effect without 
obscuring the melodic side. After a couple repeats, paralleling Jeff, he filled in a few notes to a partial scale, 


experimenting which notes to place fingers down versus sliding between. 


Jeff was concentrating on keeping the rhythm down, but Reb could finally tell the groove was starting to lock 
in when Jeff began to forcefully nod his head, working up slowly to the full-on banging he did onstage. His 
body was beginning to rock too, if a bit stiffly from the pain in his side. 


Almost.. but something's missing. With the most careful concentration, Reb pointed his toe from the chair he 
sat in and managed to line the tread along the toe of his sneaker up to the switch on his amp for a flanger 
setting, which was conveniently set on its respective wheel to a low setting. Just to see how the slightest 
application would make the sound interesting. He flicked the switch with his foot. 


Jeff looked up, raising his eyebrows as they went through the repetition four more times. 


"| like it" Jeff hit the button on the recording board their amps were connected to. "Do it again, we're saving 


this!" 


Reb didn't know if he was laughing as he went through it again out of happiness, or out of sheer relief of 
finally making a first, real mark of progress in the band, and knowing he'd never forget this riff, just for how 
naturally it came on the first try. 


"| think it can be part of our intro as well as the verse riff,” said Jeff, after they switched the recording off. 
"Do you feel comfortable with it?" 


"Do I?!" Reb sat back. "I don't know; I'm not gonna decide that until | know what everyone else thinks of it" 


"Well, | guess we'll just have to make it convincing enough." Jeff played back the track, nodding his head to it. 
"It'd be too abrupt to go right into that. Let's find a way to get up to it, and maybe that'll do it” 


"Since your starting point was kind of slow-paced, maybe we can keep some of that mood and make it harder 


by starting it out low and building it up.’ 


"Some cleaner guitar notes right at the beginning before putting on the distortion and flange might do it. Have 
Mick hit the drums when we put it on-" 


"Ooh, the chorus chords you all had can hit there, and we'll get from there into our jam!" 


"So like.. oof!" Even groaning as he lifted his guitar back up in front of his bass, Jeff seemed excited. He 
struck the DT variant twice, then the C Major twice, and Reb followed, finding the perfect lead down within the 
ascending and descending scale pattern he'd built his riff on to connect the two, and go right back into it. 


"That!" They both shouted in unison 


"And there's room to put some leads over or between those chords later on, too," Reb added. "Get the 
melodic side of this band back in its place!" 


Jeff didn't have words to describe how happy that statement made him. The heavily-diminished, melodic 
element that was part of Dokken's sound across every album prior to it had been everything wrong with 


Shadowlife, in his mind. 


"We can do that for sure -and that's good for a demo and start there. Now, for the very start." 


"Well, let me." Reb started trying to improvise some clean-picked pattern, testing a few of the higher strings 
for contrast to the main riff they'd found. Attempting an indirect, descending pattern from a high F note, his 
hands fell into place, and the last time he'd sat in the studio jamming with Jeff to Aerosmith came rushing 
back. 


He knew exactly how to use that darker, improvisation from "Sweet Emotion" now. It fit perfectly. Like it had 


come to him and stayed with him for that very moment. 


"I got something -but I'm not doing it alone," Reb declared. He played the very pattern he'd worked to drill into 
his head at home, and then replayed the lower notes at the start of it before the higher accents. 


‘| want you to do that same sort of thing at the start -with me, except on the bass, and tell me what you 
think. Because if it's gonna sound like | think it will." 


He didn't bother to finish his statement. Jeff knew well enough anyway, and tried along with Reb, following his 
gesture of a nod to know when he was repeating the first passage for them to play parallel. 


After a couple of repeats with slight variance, setting the feel, a couple of quick, muted, higher chord strikes 
was all it took for Reb to naturally come into the main riff they'd established. 


"Hey, that sounds like-" 


"Aerosmith" Reb shouted in unison with Jeff's realization. 


"I know! Its supposed to. | came up with it when we were fooling around the other day -| never thought we'd 


use it this fast!" 


"No way!" Jeff tried the opening bass line of "Sweet Emotion’ and tried a few modal changes to work his way 
down to this new opening. "You actually got there from that!" 


"Been awhile since I've had the chance." Reb shook his head. "It feels good though!" 


"We need to do more of that" Jeff laughed. "At this rate -not that we're going to stay there all the time - 


we gotta worry about planning a tour and having too much time blocked out for working here." 


"Yeah, we're not gonna stay at this rate. But we can get close! I've got riffs for days -just don't let me 
forget them alll" 


Jeff was about to try reassuring Reb that they weren't going to lose that one, and that they'd have plenty to 
find. 


But then Mick's voice boomed around the doorway. 


"HEY! Who said you guys were allowed to burn the house down and laugh at it on the first day and keep it all 


to yourselves?!" 


Reb let out a semi-maniacal sounding peal of laughter. Satisfaction, another bit of tension released -at least 
for the time being -feeling the thrill of a musical connection growing stronger, and just finally seeing the 
normal, crazy side of Wild Mick Brown were reasons he could be happy if that moment ended up being the 


overall highlight of his day. 


He was certain it would be, anyway. Especially when Jeff started laughing over his abrupt laughter, and then 
seemed even more amused when it registered how Mick's typical humor was on display for the first time in 


months for a real reason, and not as a desperate attempt to distract or lighten an uncomfortable moment. 


"Classic, Mick," Jeff groaned, coughing a couple of times from being winded with laughter, and clutching his side. 
"Ugh, stop -that hurts Just remember -it's not like we said you couldn't come in with us. Add the drums in 
the right place in that, and | think we've got half the battle done!" 


"We can do it again -if you're okay to," Reb offered. He wasn't anxious to play it a hundred times when he'd 
already rehearsed it plenty, and had it on recording to make sure he wouldn't lose it, but another jam wouldn't 


hurt much, aside from Jeff if he pushed himself too far. 


"No, no," Mick chuckled. "I'm joking. You know | want to. But so you realize we've been here for four hours? 


Come back in the lounge and hang out a bit" 


Had they really been jamming alone for three of those hours? If Mick was right, neither Jeff or Reb had 
realized it -but sure enough, as long as the clock in the wall was also right, it was approaching 6:30 in the 


eveni ng. 


"Okay, let's not overdo it," Jeff agreed. "We've gotten pretty far for that amount of time -we'll let it sink in 


overnight" 


Reb noticed he added the explanation after Mick started to gape in shock. 


"Well" He finally exclaimed, clutching his heart. "I was about to say, if you're agreeing to stop playing for not 


feeling good, we're gonna have to drag you out of here and make you go home!" 


"Ohh!" Reb realized what he was playing at. 


"We've had some stories," Jeff explained to Reb, with sheepish grin and shrug, thinking back to the horror 
stories of the times he'd been taken to the hospital with an injury from the stage, or while too ill to 
remember -the latter of which might have been the case a few days prior if he was still as crazy as he'd 
been in that day. "Being too stubborn to stop when we're getting somewhere can get the better of me. | 
guess we don't need one of those kinds of stories out of today." 


"No," insisted Don, appearing in the doorway, shaking his head exhaustedly. "We're not having one of those 
Today." 


"We're not gonna do it to you, either" Mick looked to the side repeatedly, until Jeff and Reb finally looked over 
at the chalkboard Don had brought in. 


Jeff recognized Mick's handwriting above a messy, uneven circle: h case of ringing phone: Bang head here! 


He pointed it out to Reb while Mick snickered, pleased with himself. 


As long as everyone still had a sense of humor about them, it was then, Reb decided, maybe he could 


withstand the tension, and maybe find something that could start to feel like home. 


Indeed, Jeff and Reb's time together would be the highlight of the day. 


Reb had to work on some paperwork from management, as with every other band he'd joined or been hired 
into aside from Winger. It was nothing Jeff, Mick, nor Don forced on him -the latter even looked apologetic as 
he handed it over. It was just another tedious thing Reb had long since become used to. 


While he dealt with that, Jeff, Don, and Mick settled in with pads of paper and pens, trying to brainstorm 


lyrical ideas. 


Jeff lay flat on his stomach on the floor, so to bend his ribs as little as possible. An ice pack stuck out on his 
left where he'd tucked it beneath himself. 


He had a notebook open in front of him, now with a pencil instead of ink, and he'd written three formal lines on 


his second page, following the first of unruly writing in all directions, ignoring the blue lines and margins. 


Whatever was in the last line, he decided he didn't like. Reb watched as he flipped the pencil over in his hand 
and began aggressively erasing the line in long, frustrated drags of a half-desiccated eraser across the paper 
marked with lead was pressed down so hard in frustration, even a fresh, pink rubber tip would have never 


fully gotten it clean 


The abused page tore loudly. 


The sudden noise made Don and Mick look over to him. Mick started to reach for a roll of tape on the 
counter, but Jeff shook his head. 


Is not gonna erase, and | want it gone. | don't know why | wrote that line in the first place. | don't want this 
crap to live on forever like that. That was stupid -it's over." 


So whatever it had to do with, it was making a direct reference to George, or whatever had happened with 
Mick, Reb figured. Probably George, considering Mick was in the room, and they still seemed civil 


He didn't dare ask that either. 


Jeff ripped out the torn page, rewrote the two lines he wanted to keep, then, wincing as he sat up, balled up 
the torn page and threw it into the trash from his position on the floor. 


"Nice shot," offered Reb, stacking up the papers and closing them into their envelope after signing the last 


addendum. 


"Wish someone would just erase these last few years from the timeline entirely," Jeff muttered, pressing his 


callused index fingers into the bridge of his nose, between his eyes. 


He swallowed hard and seemed to be biting the inside of his lip, but his eyes remained dry, so Reb thought 


better of saying anything out of concern, should it wind up becoming Jeff's undoing and embarrass him instead. 


He looked just in time to notice Don squint his eyes and lift his finger to tap the side of his head, just as he 
wordlessly excused himself with a nod and walked out to the parking lot. The sound of a car engine firing up 
sounded outside the window a minute later. 


"What's that about?" Reb looked perplexed. "I didn't think anyone did anything wrong." 


"Nobody did anything wrong," assured Mick 


"He's thinking." Jeff breathed in deeply and let out a slow, noisy sigh. “Sometimes he does well to think it out 


alone at first, and then he comes back to us." 


"We say we write everything together," noted Mick, "but for sharing all the writing together, man, we sure 
have always done a lot of it apart.” 


"Yeah" A shadow seemed to cross Jeff's face again. Something tinged with regret, and some odd version of 


nostalgia that he was desperately trying to repress. "We really have" 


‘Sometimes it works better that way, | guess." Reb thought back to even describing to an interviewer the 
different writing methods in Winger. 


He and Kip wrote everything together in the same room, but Paul and Kip worked apart, passing their work 
between each other to add on. ‘Together-together’ versus ‘separately-together’, as they'd called it. 


Maybe it had been different at some point, but aside from what he seemed to have with Jeff so far, there 
was a certain tension to Dokken's version of ‘separately-together’ that he'd never seen with Paul and Kip. 
More of an‘ don't trust you to give me a chance to finish my thought before you argue with it if | don't 
already have it right and ready for you ahead of time’. 


Whatever the case, it had worked well for most of the songs that came out of it. 


Reb just couldn't help but find it a bit sad that it had to be there. 


"Is 9:00 and getting dark out, and we're not really locked in on anything yet -too soon. He's probably not 
coming back tonight with the kind of day it's been, so maybe we should call it until tomorrow." Jeff climbed up 
from the floor, clutching his side reflexively before pressing the ice pack in his other hand against it. "Don't 
get me wrong -today's been great. Way better than anyone could ask for. There's just something to be said 


for not cranking a new engine too fast before it's broken in" 


"Some of it's my fault today." Mick sobered up. "I should've remembered where he was gonna be this 
morning, and known he'd be a little touchy with questions." 


"You only asked a question" Jeff picked up the book Don had carried in from where he'd moved it to sit on a 
shelf by the door, and put it back on the table. 


He looked at it thoughtfully as he traced the bright, almost psychedelic images of the White Rabbit, Cheshire 
Cat, and the Mad Hatter on the cover. 


"Think any of us could get some ideas out of that?" 


"| don't see why not," Reb cut in. "It's not bad to have a few songs with unconventional lyrics -be honest 
about "Kiss of Death" and "Lightening Strikes Again". There's some trippy stuff going on in that story. Drugs, 
mental stuff -any number of ways you could take different parts of it" 


"Plenty of interesting characters to choose from for point-of-view. I'd ask Don and see if he wanted to do it 


before trying any of them myself though," Jeff offered. "Ill talk to him. It's hard to say what he'd come up 


with, but with the way things have been for him -and for all of us in general, | think it should be something 
heavy. And | think something we can plan on being fast. We'll bring the old style guitar solos back." 


Reb was already starting to crack a grin of anticipation before Jeff turned around and pointed to him. 


"Tomorrow. By the sound of things, | don't know if Don's going to be here. We're jamming together. All new 


stuff, to write new lyrics we don't have in reserve to, so we can do whatever we want to do." 


He paused, and finally pointed to Mick. 


"And you are gonna be there with us. If you want to." 


And Mick gave a booming "Hell, yeah!" 


Almost like normal times, lacking high-fives and roughhousing, and closer than ever to getting back to it. 


Even in disorganized chaos, the foundation of what they had to rebuild was already coming together. 


Fighting for a New Way to Say Carry On 


Author's Notes: 

Mick, bless his heart. He's wracked with guilt, and way in over his head having to face problems he'd usually do 
anything to avoid head-on, but he is trying so hard to help Jeff help Reb -and he brought his A-game here. | 
really do believe help is a two-way street between the giver and the recipient (and have seen plenty proof of 
it in my current working environment). | had to bring on the music theory nerd talk for Reb's primitive 
planning for the riff that becomes "The Maddest Hatter" and then some time in the studio. Oh, you can bet 
the angst and tension are far from over, but I've decided to let them be happy one more chapter before it 
comes back. Jeff and Reb have to have faith in this forming alliance -maybe they'll have it by the time they 
need it! 


Jeff called Mick the next day, a couple of hours before they needed to leave to get to the studio for the 


afternoon. 


He wasn't so worried about Mick with the concerns he had, but he figured it was best to start the 
conversation now. If Mick wasn't seeing the same potential problems he was already, he needed to. They were 
more likely to keep things under control and stop past problems from generating in their new lineup if they 
were both aware, rather than one alone. 

"| gotta be honest, Mick. lim nervous." 

"So am |, Jeff. I've been up since 7:00, and that oughta tell ya" 

Jeff winced. Mick probably hadn't tried to go to sleep until 3:00 or 4:00. 


"But we'll be alright," Mick continued. "Ill get through it -I only put myself where | am. And if there's any way 
| can help you that you'd be alright with me helping with, just tell me." 


"Well, that's part of why | called" 

"Yeah? Fire away." 

"Reb's going through a lot. Same as us." 

"Yeah, | already figured that,” said Mick. "What about it?" 

| don't think we'd better yell at him. Should any sort of disagreement come up." Jeff shook his head as if Mick 


could see it. "Just because we're accustomed to it for mostly the wrong reasons doesn't mean that he is -and 


for what | know about how Winger was, and how Alice is, | doubt he is. That, and | just don't think he can take 


it the way some people can. At least not with how things have been for him lately, and | think we all need to 


realize it right now and respect it going forward." 
Mick chuckled. "Jeff, you already know you're not gonna yell at him. You're not that kind of person’ 


"No. / won't You probably won't either. But we've got a lot of bad habits in this band, Mick. Too many. With a 
very long past behind them. As much as I'd like to think they'll all be gone because George isn't around, not all 
of our problems came down between him and Don, for as many of them that did. | don't know which ones are 
going to surface when we really start getting into the process and it gets stressful, and if we're gonna do well 
instead of repeating the past, we need to figure out how to deal with them before they really start coming up. 


He was already scared enough hearing us go at it the other week from the other room -and that's on me." 


"So what do you think we oughta do? Because I'll tell you now, it doesn't matter how good he is and how similar 
our ideas are. There's gonna be a point where we don't agree -it's not a matter of if, but when -and there'll 
be a time we don't want to use something he comes up with. And Don's not gonna sit there and not tell him - 
and he won't sugarcoat it, either. Hell, if you think he is in any instance." Mick chortled loudly -the sound of 
him slapping his leq was audible over the phone. "We can't get anywhere if anything goes, either." 


"No. Its not that we're gonna tiptoe around him and not tell him like it is when we have creative differences," 
Jeff sighed. "We're stil gonna be honest and tell him if we don't see something working -and vice-versa. l'm 
just saying, he's gonna be sensitive enough to being told we don't agree with him without it being put harshly. 
Remember, that was how he was attacked. It might not have been physical, but he's just as scared -if not 
more -than | am. And | don't think it matters that he's new. We've been friendly with him on the road before 
now. If you and Don would be careful about anything for me, | want you to be careful about it for him, too. 
And | think the same should go for Don, with what he's dealing with. Because we gotta get him through this, 
and if we want him to help Reb, we have to help him do that." 


"You do know, no matter what we do, Don's still gonna be thrown off by a lot of things we can say -even if he 
doesn't show it," Mick murmured, sobering up. "Don't be surprised if he still spends a lot of time away from 


us. 


"Well, if that's what he's gonna do, that's just it. But we still have to try, or he won't even see the point in 
trying." Jeff shook his head because how many of the problems they'd had in the past had come from that? 


"Communication has always been a problem for us, but we really need to make it work here. Whenever we're 
all working together at once, | think we all need to watch out for when we start clashing opinions, and stop 
each other before it escalates to that. We're all feeling amped up, so maybe instead of saying ‘that idea sucks’, 
‘| don't like that; I'm not doing that, or whatever we might have said when everyone was getting pissed with 
each other, if we could try and say things along the lines of ‘I think it might be better if we do this instead, 
because.’ Reason x or reason y -| don't care. Just, if we could fry to be more open and clear with each other, 
so we actually know what everyone wants to work toward, instead of it being a guessing game and winding up 


with more things to disagree over? And a little more considerate, so we're not just outright putting each 


other's ideas down, without even trying to find common ground on it? That's not sugarcoating anything -it's 


just showing some respect." 


I'd gladly try that. I'd try anything, Jeff. Believe me, | wish we could have it be that way, and Don would agree 
with everything you're saying, too. Just realize that those old habits aren't gonna die easy," warned Mick. "No 


way in hell. Especially with how everyone's doing right now." 


"And that's just it," Jeff concurred. "That's exactly why we need to do the same thing with Don, the way it 
should have been all along. Don's not used to being confronted that way instead. He's used to it going straight 
to shooting down his ideas and arguing. | used to turn a blind eye to it, because | agreed with George's ideas 
more often than not because we wrote so much together, and | was more fucked up than | realized back then 
But thats what George did to him, nearly all the time, whenever we actually were all together. And it wasn’t 
right. And Don's in the habit of going right to that, because he would do it in return -I don't know. It wasn't 
right either, especially when he would go to that before anything had escalated to that. Maybe it was the only 
way he saw winning, or at least getting his opinion heard -at least that's my best guess by what | can 
remember. But maybe he'll follow us more the more he sees us doing it different -that we're at least going to 
hear each other properly without shooting each other down, even if we don't agree. He still might not see the 
point in trying, depending on how well he's coping with his own stuff, but we still have to, for the chance that 
he will." 


Mick chuckled again; a joyless laugh. 


"Except you already know Reb's not gonna confront Don the way George did. There's no way he's gonna go up 
and fight him -he's barely getting past being too afraid to even talk to him." 


"I know Reb's not going to fight him over anything he'd do. It's not in his nature. | just worry about what Don 
might do out of habit, because he's used to expecting a fight." 


Jeff shook his head, taking a deep breath. 
"We need his help -and it's a two-way street, because we need to help Reb find his place with us, so that he 
can stay. And we gotta help each other not repeat past mistakes so we can do that. All I'm saying is everyone 


needs to help. It's not gonna be easy, but we gotta start somewhere. Right now." 


A moment of silence passed as Jeff wracked his brain for anything he'd forgotten to mention, and Mick took in 


his thoughts. 


It's just the three of us Today," Mick finally responded. "Letts see how we do,see where we did good and where 


we have work to do, and then we'll see where to go when Don gets back to us." 
Jeff released a breath he didn't realize he'd been holding. 


"Thanks, Mick." 


It felt easier to say than it had in some time. 


Reb made a point of waking up earlier than he needed to, to plan ahead for the jam session 


It wasn't that he already needed to have riffs for something purely based around improvising, but already 
having heard a couple of instrumentals, the tone for the album was set, and he needed to choose sounds and 
keys that would compliment it. 


He knew whatever he would try to create from scratch would not be mainly set in any key or mode of D 
minor. Already, they had a strong demo set in it, and while it was beginning to seem that most of the album 
would have an overall dark sound, Reb didn't want it to be too monotonous. Inspiration was likely enough to 
spontaneously strike him in the same key, so he didn't want to go out of his way to seek it before it came to 
him. 


He didn't have the natural application of all the technical terms that Kip had in writing, but he had learned a 
great deal of them in his time in school, and spent enough time with Kip to think through most of it for 
himself. He didn't have perfect fluency of what he was doing, but he knew what he wanted, even if he didn't 
have the right word for it. 


However, it didn't take extensive training in music theory to learn and know the circle of fifths for the major 
and minor keys, arranged by how many flats and sharps they had. Each key had the surrounding keys as its 
fourth and fifth chords -commonly used in basic rock progressions -and either of those two keys could create 


a complimentary sounding song to an existing one. 


They'd started in D minor. One flat, no sharps. Removing a flat from D minor gave him A minor -no sharps or 
flats. It was readily accessible from the former, should they end up deciding to make a few songs flow in and 
out of each other. Don's acoustic demo he'd shown Reb already dipped into A minor for the intended chorus, 
despite mainly being in G Major for the verse. While that option gave him plenty of options to create intense 
feelings or suspense, Reb wondered if he should go the opposite direction from D minor for the same reasons. 


Surely, with the place they all seemed to be in, something else in the key would come to them as well. 


Adding another flat from D gave him G minor. One whole step below A minor, and an entirely different form of 


darkness. 


Kip had all kinds of complicated descriptions of the different mood certain keys and modes created, most of 
which had sadly faded from Reb's mind. But he did remember Kip pointing out that G minor was a frequently 
used key in movie soundtracks for themes associated with villains and other antagonists, and Reb had found a 
few examples on his own since then, before Paul also noticed the same phenomenon in scoring endeavors. If A 
minor could be the sound of suspense, lament, or impending doom, G minor was the sound of whatever was 


bringing it on. 


If there was going to be a lyrical idea inspired by Alice in Wonderland about losing one's mind to what they 
were all going through, Reb figured it would fit perfectly to a riff based in G minor. They didn't have anything 
there yet. He decided that given the chance to lead, it was where he'd set the tone of whatever jam he'd have 
with Jeff. They could definitely make a good song or two out of it. 


Maybe he could lift it into another mode between major and minor at certain parts of the song, depending on 
how it fit the lyrics. Deep Purple had done that on a number of their hits, and it had sounded cool enough. 
Maybe it would fit the mood swings implied by the insanity of whatever character was picked from the book. 


He needed a backup plan, though. Though they hadn't planned to stay in as long this time, if they had made so 
much progress just a couple days in working together and were likely to get more efficient as they got to 


know each other's styles, it was entirely possible they'd end up working on more than one idea. 

So he went back to where he'd first gone, to A minor, with no sharps or flats, and added a sharp instead. 

E minor. Also accessible from Don's acoustic demos in G Major, as the relative minor key with the same 
number of sharps, but dark and heavy in yet another way. To Reb, it always sounded angry and ready to 
charge into battle -perhaps seeking revenge, and with the little he knew from reading the room, he was certain 
they could all find some catharsis in it. Also perfect. 


Knowing at least what direction to take in that respect, Reb left for the studio to figure out the rest. 


This time, he pulled into the parking lot early, with no other vehicle besides his own in sight. While he was still 
attempting to arrive a little earlier than the agreed time, he hadn't wanted to arrive nearly a half hour before 


then. 


However, just as he was starting to lose himself to his nervous, inner ramblings, he saw a car pulling up 


through the driveway. Jeff's car. 

On the other side of his own vehicle he sat in, he heard the roar of a motorcycle engine, and Mick rolled 
around the corner of the building, having hopped up on the sidewalk and come around from the front -sidewalk 
laws for motor vehicles be damned. 


He shouted across the lot. 


"Reb Beach, this early? Man, were the rumors from back in the day a lie, or are you just trying to defy 


them?" 
Reb shrugged. "There wasn't as much traffic today, but | didn't want to let anyone down if there was!" 


"Don't tease him too much Mick. Even if we may have heard a few things." Jeff was sincere, but managing a 


genuine grin as he walked over from his car, still a touch stiff from his sore ribs. "Were early ourselves. But 


we're not on a rigid clock -so its okay!" 


"Yeah, I'm messing," Mick assured. "lm early, and I've been up early, so we might as well throw the clock away, 


‘cause time's just hella screwed up!" 


"| get it, its fine. Did you guys have anything you needed to take care of before | come up?" Reb internally 
found some humor in past rumors that were indeed true of just how close he could be to the last minute 


without being late with the pace he often took late mornings at -or even early afternoons. 


"Nope, come on in with us!" Jeff started across the parking lot to the exterior steps, so Reb followed after, 
having already gathered his gear strategically in his time waiting so he could easily grab it and head up. 


"We're not gonna worry about anything else today," Mick promised, coming up behind them. "Just like we said, 


time to jam!" 


"Yep, come on in and get ready!" Jeff held the door open once he'd gotten it unlocked, and had turned the 


security alarm off. 


Going inside together was a much less stressful start to Reb's time in the studio. He was beginning to feel a 
little less awkward with arrivals already, but there was something in getting set up and knowing that everyone 


else was still doing the same that made him feel less rushed, and assured him he wasn't holding anyone up. 


There was still a touch of discomfort visible between Mick and Jeff, too, but even less than the previous day, 
which in itself had already been a vast improvement. Reb was certain they both felt better, and he felt the 


drop in tension second-hand. 
There wasn't fear. Just uncertainty as to what to expect -but not in a bad way, for once. 


Jeff took it upon himself to regroup once they'd all settled in, knowing that Mick wouldn't take charge if he 


didn't have to, and suspecting Reb wasn't feeling confident enough in his new surroundings to do so, either. 


"Alright, now we can get rolling. Do we want to start off with ideas we've already started, go straight into new 


ideas, or what? Any preferences?" 


Both Mick and Reb were silent as they met the question with blank stares. Jeff and Reb could hear their amps 


buzzing like a tree full of crickets. 


‘Nobody wants to step on each other's toes," Jeff realized, having asked for the same reason "That's okay, 
better that than the alternative. Way better. Since we have to start somewhere, unless we want to try 


another idea -which we can -how about we just free jam again and see where we get from scratch?" 


"I think that'd be great!" Mick clapped his hands together excitedly as one morphed into a point in Reb's 
direction. "Reb, what do you think?" 


"Sounds good to me," Reb agreed, having to refrain from blurting it out in excess volume. 


That, he could do. He'd always been able to do that, before he'd found any solution to his other writing 
problems. He already knew he could do it well with Jeff. If the same good chemistry stood when they worked 
together with Mick, at least for the purposes of early demo recording, Reb felt confident that they would be 


in good shape. 


"Let's do it then" This time, not only did Mick clap his hands together, but he flung himself back to sit down 


hard on the stool behind his drums and swivel around to face them. 
"Yeah!" 


A touch of the excessive enthusiasm on Mick's part seemed less like his wild self, and more an emphasis of 


support toward Jeff. Just enough to not seem entirely natural to Reb, like something was being forced. 


He'd seen that before, if the result from external forces, rather than internal. The times Kip pretended to be 
optimistic and happy in front of them in the face of the early stages of the downward spiral -before the 


cracks were too big to conceal. 


Here, it was rather sealing cracks back together. They were still more unstable than either of them wanted it 
to appear, but it was clear enough that while the excitement was forced to some degree, the support in itself 
was not. Mick still cared desperately about Jeff, and damn it, he was trying so hard He was trying so hard to 
stand by Jeff and support him and his needs as much as he could with where they were standing. 


Having gotten to know some extent of Jeff's kind nature, Reb already felt a certain degree of deep care he 
held to those he allowed to be close to him. Already enough to feel concern over Jeff's own trials he still had 
yet to ascertain the extent of, and to hope for an improvement of his situation in the coming months they 
had together. Mick's part was among the trials Reb knew nothing of yet, but it was enough to make him feel 
less weary and gain more respect for Mick, seeing him try to put it right. 


“Alright, Mick, you can count us off like usual. Reb, do you wanna set the tone?" 

"lll give it a shot." 

Two conflicting paths of thought argued in Reb's head. One that he'd completely pull a blank when Mick gave 
him the beat, or that whatever he came up with wouldn't fit into it, and it would sound like a train wreck with 
clashing rhythms -the latter of which could cause all kinds of problems later on if it frustrated Mick. What if 
that was all it took to set off a chain of creative differences? 


The other side of him screamed at his anxious voice to quiet down. 


OF COURSE you want to, You know what to do -you came ready for this! 


"Ready man?" 
Reb nodded. "Ready, Mick.” 


He waited for Mick to count off on the drums, a steady, standard count of four, and came in with a G minor 
chord, only hitting the four lowest strings to set the tone. Dark, imposing, and something that could be 


anywhere between evil and manic. 


On the next downbeat of the four count, Reb began tracing a cadence, first attempting to add the fourth and 
fifth degree chords -fairly common choices, and on repetition, added extra notes to the triads and tweaked 
notes, finding diminished and augmented forms Kip would have known how to name that made it sound more 


unique. 


As soon as he saw a pattern forming, Jeff joined in with basic bass notes along with the beat, fitting into the 
jam and waiting for the guitar line to take greater shape, so not to step on it. 


With a slight variation, Reb sneaked in the relative major chord -B flat major, and if was there Jeff recognized 
that on the top line of his fairly quick chord changes, Reb had an alternating pattern between two forms. One 
melody that started low, shifted up, and went back down, and another that started high and descended with 
each chord, before returning to the first. 


So in choosing notes to harmonize with the root notes of the chords Reb played, Jeff then made sure to make 
sure they ascended and descended with Reb's guitar melody. 


Reb was nodding to Jeff's rhythm, as well as Mick's. It was a few rounds before Jeff chose his notes, but 
when he did and went through more than a couple of repetitions without changing them, their parts clicked 
Together, and it was satisfying to hear the sound fill in on the low range. 


Jeff found it satisfying too, and found himself head-banging like he hadn't in some time, even in spite of the 


pain occasionally grabbing his sides. 


Deciding he wanted an even fuller sound, Reb began attempting to arpeggiate his chords. After each strike of a 
full chord, highlighting the root notes and the melodic note on top, he hit the second and third notes of each 
chord triad with muted, individual picks, forming a partial arpeggio. It was just enough to keep the fast moving 
between chords from being choppy, without using excessive reverb that had lost its appeal since the 80s, or 
losing the galloping rhythm he was finding with multiple chord strikes. 


He liked it. As soon as he incorporated the new motion into the pattern his fingers jumped about and could 
concentrate less on adjusting and more on what he was hearing, he had no desire to remove the addition. 
However, somewhere along the way in adding it, Reb realized that he'd fallen into a syncopated pattern that 
didn't fit the standard timing of the beat Mick had them on -which made plenty of sense as a default count- 
off. 


He was just about to try to adust the timing of his riff to see if he could fit back into it without losing the 


effect, but with a quick drum roll at that moment, Mick adjusted his timing to the uncommon meter. 


When Reb looked at him, perplexed look turning thrilled, Mick nodded to Reb and shouted over the sound: "I got 
yal" 


Just as Jeff bounced down a triad, finding even more room for a complex bass line to compliment it. 


"Nice!" Reb hollered back. 


They went through a few more times at that form, until Jeff had made his last adjustments to the bass line 
of the main riff, and then Reb started in on trying a significant variation. Something that could be a chorus or 


pre-chorus. 


He head banged a firm, four-four rhythm, signaling he wanted to switch meters and go back to common time 


beyond what had taken the form of a verse riff. 


This is where | can change modes, he realized. From a standard minor mode, he could raise one degree and get 
Dorian, another, and get Mixolydian -the latter would almost try to reach for the parallel major and sound 
almost too bright for the dark sound. Controlled enough with an immediate back-off, it could form the climax 


of the chorus. 


And if they were indeed going to use the Alice in Wonderland idea, it would sound trippy and manic enough. The 
song was practically writing itself from the first main riff right in Reb's head; he could hear it now. 


Since he had partial arpeggios on the verse, he'd do a slower one with a full ascent and descent, and change 


the pedal tone of each one to transition between modes and build tension up to the chorus. 


"Hang on a second!" Reb brought his playing to a stop after one round to test the pedal tones he would climb 
through. 


"Everything alright?" Jeff brushed hair out of his eyes from head-banging, thinking of how weird it was that 
the sensation had almost become foreign to him. "That sounded pretty good." 


"Yeah, everything's fine" Reb paused between words as he struck his lower and upper E strings, turning the 
pegs down on both and concentrating to hear that he'd gotten them a while step down 


"| was just thinking -and it's not that I'm not gonna change the tune of it, but | can already tell with these 
chords -and with the key it's in -this is one of those times | can make it sound fuller and | can play the 


exact same chords with less awkward positions, and free fingers up to do other tricks .if | just use Drop D" 


Turning the open E strings to D put them in the fifth note of the scale -the dominant degree that remained 
the same regardless of major, minor, or some mode between the two -the latter of which he'd already shifted 
between two forms between the verse and the chorus. He could rid himself of the need to bar certain chords 


he was using frequently without gaining the need to bar a greater number of others. 


Striking the strings to ensure it was properly in the alternate tuning they'd all had plenty of experience with in 
the past, and taking a moment to silently lay his fingers across the chord sequence with the new positions, 
getting the new motion in his head, and double-checking that the adjusted chord shapes were indeed easier to 


move between. 


They were -ard it allowed him to slide more smoothly between the chords at a certain point of the initial riff, 
achieving the sound he'd been trying to get with less success before. He played that part around by himself at 
first, letting Mick and Jeff hear it with the adjustment, before returning to the variation he'd just begun with. 
He could get away with letting the top and bottom string ring out in places he hadn't before, too, making the 


sound fuller. 


"Oh, | seel" Jeff tried the bass line he'd started thinking up for that part, sliding between the alternating notes 
on either end of the arpeggios, rather than coming down on each one, so that the notes faded into each other, 
crossing dissonant, more menacing tones in between the main ones. They didn't dominate the tune, but stood up 
under it enough to make their presence heard, and on Reb's last repeat before striking a big G Major chord on 
the intended chorus, he decided to sprint the bass up an eighth-note run, right onto the root note of G. 


"Great!" Reb worked his way through the chorus section, keeping it with simple, long-held chords, deciding the 
dissonance of major and minor chords with conflicting modes could be the hook of the theme. Connecting back 


to the initial riff was fairly easy. 


With that, they all ran back through, adjusting each part. Knowing where the rhythm changes were, Mick made 


heavy adjustments as he transformed his part from a jam foundation to a drum line. 


Together, they decided on a point to slow down and try a variation for a potential bridge, and another to go 


beneath a potential guitar solo, before returning to the main riff for an ending. 


After half a minute of repeating the intro riff, Reb stopped it with a strike of the root chord, and immediately 
pulled a perplexed face. Jeff and Mick stopped with him, and their own expressions changed when they noticed 
his. 


"Something wrong?" asked Jeff. 
"No, | like how we've got it mapped out," Reb assured, nearly laughing from how relieving it was to feel 


confident in that. "I just don't know how to get out of this jam for an ending, and | don't think resolving it with 
a chord strike is gonna do it justice like it might on a straightforward, chugging-rhythm song." 


That trick had worked on certain songs he'd had the same problem on. It was unlike the one in his mind at the 
moment, "Time to Surrender", which had staccato, palm-muted chugging throughout it reminiscent of early 
Dokken under the verses and Led Zeppelin under the chorus, and had easily lent itself to ending on a sudden 
jump about a cadence of the chords he'd built the riff on with drum strikes in just the right places. 


This primitive outline of a song had a smoother transition between the fast chord changes even with some 
palm muting between them, and had plenty of moments where he sustained them with long strikes, taking 
advantage of the imposing feeling of the key he'd chosen, and the modal changes he'd used at those points. To 
suddenly strike the main chords as an ending felt too stiff and abrupt. The only way it could work was with 
enough of a vocal hook toward the end of the chorus that they could push it up right to the end, and already, 
the song structure was more driving than catchy, and unlikely to pull it off. 


There wasn't much in terms of an intro to return to, either, and the abrupt start was something else Reb 


was concerned about, but not so much. There were more ways To work around a sudden start to a guitar lead 


that Mick, Jeff, and Don all had the potential to solve with what they chose to do. 
"Hmmm." Mick leaned forward and propped his chin on his fist, visibly thinking. 
Jeff puzzled for a moment, too. 

What can we do? 


"Do you want to make an outro variation so that you can resolve it," Jeff started, speech drawn out slow and 


long in thought, "or do we want to just fade it out, given the kind of riff it is?" 


"| mean, we can. Either of those." Reb traced some chord patterns silently with fingers hovering above the 
fret board. "I'd have to think something up and come back to it later if we do that outro, but | might be able 
to think of something -maybe after finding out what kind of lyrics we'll have here. Fading out always works, 
too -l just think if we can avoid it -because it can be overused as an easy way out. | don't know how widely 


accepted it is these days." 


| don't think there's a band in existence that hasn't used it at some point, so itd be unfair of anyone to judge. 
But | see what you're getting at. We can definitely leave that for when all else fails," Jeff agreed. 


| also think an outro would be the better of those options,” agreed Mick, "but | have an idea. Just hear me 
out a minute -we don't have to do this, but just hear me out. | think it'll work with this riff. You know how 


sometimes you take the main rhythm, and you start gradually slowing it down, and then you resolve it?" 


"Yeah?" Jeff looked curious. "I think we even do that with the interlude to end ‘Into the Fire’ when we do it 
acoustic. | can't think of many examples off the top of my head, but I'm sure you'd find a lot if we went 


through our record collections." 


"It is common, but that's the thing. What if we do the opposite? It's been done -l'm not saying it hasn't -but 
its less common, and enough that we can make it sound different that way. Reb, you've got a hook where you 
can accelerate, get faster and faster and faster, and then with the right crash at the right time, then you 
can hit that resolving chord, and it doesn't sound like we tossed our hands up and say ‘heck, | guess we're 


ending it here’. What do you think?" 


That was interesting to imagine, and Reb liked the opportunity to throw in another guitar trick without coming 
up with another thing to try to remember. 


‘Im interested," he admitted. "So by crash, you almost mean it would kind of sound like the ending of ‘Blackout 


with the glass, except it would be guitar accelerating instead of vocals, and drums cueing in the ending strike?" 


"Okay, now that does actually sound pretty cool." Jeff nodded enthusiastically. "Nice one, Mick Reb, do you want 
to try it?" 


"Let's do it” 


Reb picked the main guitar hook up again along with Mick's rhythm. After two repetitions, Mick nodded to him, 
indicating he was about to start speeding it up. 


"Follow with me, and tell me when you think we're as fast as you want to push it," he hollered, before leaning 


forward and laying into the drums with double the strength as he began working up to near double the tempo. 
Reb worked up with him, fingers flying about the frets, and if he'd been uncertain about just how helpful 
switching to Drop D was for the song, he was grateful for it now. He flung his head forward with an emphatic 
nod as he reached the point where he was certain he couldn't possibly hold it together with any more speed. 
Mick nodded back, and suddenly switched his rhythm to continuous, sixteenth-note slamming on the drums, and 
with two strikes of the G minor chord along with two cymbal crashes breaking the final burst, Reb brought 
the song skidding to a controlled halt. 


"That!" Reb shouted, pointing to Mick, almost as out of breath as the drummer was -more with excitement 


than exertion. "| want that." 


"Yeah, | like it" Jeff stared at them both, amazed at how fast it came together. "Wow, first try was all it 
took." 


"Try it with us," invited Reb. 
"Yeah!" Mick snarled playfully, throwing up horns for good measure. 


So Jeff joined in, trying the new ending while speeding up the own baseline he'd settled with, and then, satisfied 
with that, decided to take it again from the start and see how the instrumental sounded put all together. 


"I don't think I'm gonna keep that solo the same," Reb warned, when they finally finished the last run-through, 
which Jeff had them put on-tape. "I just wanted to throw something in there to show where we might want to 
have one, if the lyrics fit that structure. | don't know if we'll have one with the riff being as busy as it is, but 


so we have room for options." 


"That's fine. And we can adjust the structure if we have to." Jeff looked at Reb directly. "This track will have a 
solo on it. I's too fast and heavy to not have one, and it's your creation. If it comes to it and we don't have 
room for it between parts of the song, we can use a rideout solo as an ending, but it's gonna have your 


soloing.” 


Even if he would be fair about it, Jeff would stand up against anyone who tried to say otherwise, whether it 


was Don, their producer, or anyone else who ended up involved in the process. 
"Possibly. But | gotta say, | like the ending Mick had us try." 


Reb noticed Mick sat silently behind the drums, slightly hunched over even with a big smile on his face at 
that. He hadn't noticed until then underneath his wild, playful side how shy Mick could be to acknowledge his 
own contributions, or even give them. He had to wonder with how carefully Mick had come in with his own 


suggestion how often Mick had gotten a say in some of Dokken's past work, and if he was used to it. 


"So do |, that's the thing. But we can always end a rideout solo by resolving back to the riff and going out that 


way." Jeff shrugged. "I guess we'll have to see what happens once Don has his chance to work on it.” 


"I know we'll figure it out -at least I'd hope so when we've already gotten this far this soon" Reb laughed 
nervously at his own remark. "Got any ideas for the start of it, too? Its also a little abrupt as it stands, but 


I'm less worried about that. l'm just curious to see if we have a preference in common we could try for first” 


"We could also come up with an intro to it if we decide to," Jeff offered. "Or just start it on the pickup to the 


beat -and that's another way we could emphasize the odd-time rhythm we're using.” 


‘Maybe that," said Reb, thinking about how it would sound. "Since | was going to work on an outro before we 


had Mick's idea, | can also try to record an intro to fall back on at home." 
"And | can definitely help put it together if you do." 


"Hey, | think both of those would work great; we could do either one," started Mick, "But | also have another 
idea -and again, I'm not saying we have to do it! Abrupt starts are great like that for a vocal-only intro if the 
chorus is strong enough, and then all it takes is a hit of rhythm -either bass, percussion, or both, and then 
you can start that lead guitar as abruptly as you want it to. That's gonna depend on the lyrics we end up, and 
how Don wants to sing it, but it could be another way." 


"It could be," Jeff repeated, nodding. "Not a bad idea, Mick. Again!" 


"Yeah, you're killing it today, Mick!" If Reb had known that he'd work so well with Mick, he'd have had nothing to 


fear at all in the morning. 

Its fast," said Mick, almost bashfully, "it's up my alley! You turned right into it" 
Reb stopped his grin long enough to aim a more snide joke at himself. 

"Gee, | wish my sense of direction was that good when I'm driving somewhere new." 


Jeff keeled over laughing. If only he knew how many maps Reb still had piled in the back of his car from when 
he'd driven out to the audition, or seen his detailed, written instructions of every turn and exit he'd had to 
take. He'd still missed one and only noticed almost immediately after, and then had to get across three lanes of 
traffic to make a u-turn. How he'd come up with something that had worked for both Jeff and Mick on the 
first try was beyond him. 


Is true though -and you think of the bands that have done it and how well it works," added Jeff, once he'd 
recovered, "Styx, Kansas, Bon Jovi -and people still talk about these bands today like they're the best thing in 


the world even while melodic type bands aren't as popular, and they are amazing.’ 


Reb had indeed used it a few times in Winger. The first time, not only had they done a stripped-down vocal 
intro, but Kip had composed an orchestra piece to play beneath it before Reb and Paul had kicked in. It was 
rice to remember it in that light; ever since the accident that had led to Kip going incommunicado, all Reb 


could usually think of was the music video that was too eerie in hindsight. 

"l'm not unfamiliar with the trick Lets keep it in mind. | can work on an intro we can use if all else fails, and if 
we end up not needing it, maybe | can turn it into something else. But I'm not gonna hold us all up here on that 
when it could solve itself when we add vocals." 

"Alright, so are we setting this aside for today?" asked Mick. 

"| think we've got a good start" Reb hoped there was a subtle hint enough that despite having Jeff and Mick's 
parts mapped out to jam to on return, he really wanted to have a chance to remember all the riffs forming 


the new guitar line before adding more things. 


"Yeah, if everyone's good, it might be better to not overdo it on that one," suggested Jeff. "We can sleep on it 
and revisit it when we come back and get further." 


"So, moving on to something else?" 
g g 


"| guess." 


Jeff looked concerned as he turned toward Reb. "You want to just revisit yesterday's work for now instead of 


writing another new instrumental?" 

He got it Relief hit Reb as nerves released their grip on him. 

"Yeah, | think so. | don't want to lose any riffs, and that's already a lot to remember short-term from today." 
"Gotcha," said Mick understandingly. 


"It is, and that's perfectly fine," Jeff added. "| actually wouldn't mind going back to what we did yesterday 
myself. After all, we gotta let Mick have a chance to really play to it and make his part” 


"Cool." Reb grinned sheepishly. "Thanks for that. | know | sometimes have to take the composing stage slower 


than everyone might like-" 


Jeff held his hands up. "No, no, no; don't worry about it! Hey, we've got months of studio time. If we're gonna 
come up with songs that fast, we have plenty of time to work with. The three of us will probably have more 


days to jam alone before our time is even halfway up." 


"Yeah, no rigid clock, remember?" Mick playfully tossed a drumstick in the air so that it flipped around, and 
caught it on its way back down. "We're not rushing. Its cool!" 


With that, they returned to the slower song Reb and Jeff had started on the previous day. Mick agreed on 
liking the intro reminiscent of Aerosmith, and brought more energy and heaviness to the sound by coming in 
with the right strikes at the right moments. Certain places that Reb felt were too empty filled in with the 


percussion. 


They spent some time jamming on it, and Reb got to try a few potential guitar solos, all resolving to the same, 
simple D minor and C Major chord motif at the end. It worked for Jeff to continue the complicated rhythm 
pattern of the verses beneath the guitar solo on his own, effectively giving him his own showcase in the 
instrumental interlude. Reb even encouraged it when Jeff questioned backing off to a simple, constant pedal 


tone to give Reb a full showcase. 


"Come on, Jeff. Bass has its place at the front in a band with just one guitar," Reb encouraged. "You're not 
gonna push me out of the picture by having a busy bass line there. It's just gonna have a full, driving sound 
that I've always thought was cool about Dokken" 


"Yeah, | think it would be good if we keep that rhythm going, too," Mick chimed in. "Because we've always had 
complex bass lines under our solos for songs that did well -whether we wished they were faster than some of 


them were or not. That was part of why they still came out as great songs." 


"Well, alright," Jeff agreed, finally giving way to a bashful laugh of his own, feeling touched at how eager Reb 
was to really play their parts as something parallel and connected, and with Mick's continuing attempts to 


move away from their errors of the past. 


Eventually, the sky began darkening as 8:00 was approached, and they decided to call it for the night and head 


home. 


It had been a perfect day. No amount of planning could have reproduced it another time. Granted, they were in 
the early stages, and had decided not to nitpick anything before getting a final idea of where their potential 
songs would go -some of which would depend on what suited the lyrics added to the instrumentals. 


But they hadn't had a disagreement all day. Jeff was especially pleased by how they'd all taken each other's 
ideas as they came, rather than instantly trying to push for something else before seeing how it all played 
out. He'd seldom been on either the giving or receiving end of such conflict, but there was something thrilling 
about not seeing it that made him feel lighter. It was /berating Even if there was something that despite 
sounding good still didn't feel quite right, nobody felt the need to yank control of the music out of another's 
hands when they had plenty of time to experiment and find what was missing. 


As Mick put it best, they'd figure it out. No need to worry. At which Reb remarked that if he was going to 
worry about anything, it wouldn't be that. His own, everlasting worry about remembering his riffs was less of 
an issue to him than it had been at the start of the day, once again, having recorded it, and having Jeff and 
Mick to help him bring it all back. He'd still play it over a few times when he got home, just for good measure, 
with the patience Jeff and Mick were having with him. Maybe then, he'd find the slightly different chord or fill 
that would be just the fix for the one transitional part of the potential bridge to the new song he wasn't sure 
about. 


However many doubts he'd had coming in, Reb had none in his ability to work confidently with Jeff and Mick 
together. 


Better yet, the phone hadn't rung once. That was something they all knew wouldn't happen again anytime soon 
from the moment they realized it. 


"Uh-oh," warned Reb. "Now we've said it -we definitely need to call it a night now." 


"Yeah, now we really need to get out of here!" Jeff laughed weakly, half with humor and half still with deeply- 


rooted nerves as he made a show of rushing to pack his gear up. 


"Quick, quick! Everybody out, right now! Before it starts! Nah, if it rings now, we're just gonna have to walk 
out and pretend it didn't, but speaking of the phone, I'm gonna call Don tonight about what we thought about 
Alice In Wonderland," declared Mick. "| didn't want to push it and bring it up last night, but | think it'll give him 
something else to think about going into tomorrow instead of whatever's been going on today. And | think it 
could work with what we came up with." 


Jeff looked thoughtful, and perked up. "You know, it actually could!" 


"That's actually what | was thinking about and hoping for!" Reb grinned, finally finding the chance to admit it 
without fear. 


Mick clapped his hands together with satisfaction. "| say today was great -let's come back tomorrow and do it 
again! Hell, yeah!" 


"Good job today, everyone." Jeff slung his bass bag up over his shoulder. "First thing tomorrow, we'll go back 
over what we've got again, just to keep it fresh -and see if we've noticed anything to adjust. And if Don's back, 
itll be the perfect chance to show him what we did" 

"Sounds good!" Just another arrangement working in Reb's favor, bringing his nerves back within his control. 
"Thanks, Reb," said Jeff, as they descended the stairs to the parking lot together. "Really." 

Reb shrugged. "You've had your part in it, too, Jeff. Thanks. And thanks, Mick” 

"Yeah, thank you, Mick 


And this time, it wasn't hard for Jeff to say it at all. 


"Any time, Jeff. And you, too, Reb," the drummer insisted. "Just by this, alone, you're gonna do a lot for this 


band recovering.” 
"Glad to be able to do it," Reb finally answered, as they all gave their final farewells for the night: 


He would be glad if he was able to do it, for both Jeff and Mick in whatever they'd faced, together and alone, 
and he had the first, unquestionable spark of hope that maybe, to a point, they would just manage to do the 


same for him. 


If | Tried Would It Make You Happy? 


Author's Notes: 

„and all the happy, smooth sailing comes to a halt, as it would. As far as conflict goes, the wounds between 
Mick and Jeff are taking a backseat from this chapter on, with a healthier band dynamic helping them along. 
And in time for Don's situation to move forward. Don is struggling pretty hard in this chapter. He's *not* 
supposed to be easy to deal with here, despite knowing he's dealing with his own traumatic events, and even if 
you do have sympathy for him on that. Compassion fatigue is real for him -luckily, Jeff and Reb may still 
have plenty compassion and care to spare for each other.. They'll definitely need it over the next few chapters 


ahead! 


The next ten-day span was less eventful, but still interesting enough for Reb. Don came back the day following 
his incredibly productive first time working with both Mick and Jeff, though their interaction was minimal. He 
spent the first couple of hours working on vocal demos to the first song Jeff and Reb had worked on 
together, seeing how his initial idea worked with the built-up guitar and bass lines, and the added, Aerosmith- 


inspired intro. 


During that time, Jeff, Mick, and Reb revisited their newer work from the previous day. Coming back with 
fresh ears was all it took to find the right adjustments for the couple of small places that hadn't been entirely 
right. For good measure, they rerecorded a run-through of their progress, while keeping the old track on hand 
to show their progress. 


Mick eagerly let Reb and Jeff know how his conversation had gone with Don, too, about Alice and Wonderland 


being a lyrical idea. 


"He perked up at the idea," he said. "I don't know if he'll already have anything written or how much, because | 
know he'll want to hear it before he finishes them, so he can decide how he'll make them flow. But he already 
mentioned a few characters where he knows how he'd write them into a song, and | think he was making rough 


drafts while he was talking about that last night. So we might be sitting pretty for one song already." 


"Sweet!" Jeff seemed even more relaxed than Reb had seen him before, and he was. "We'll show him what we 


have Today, so he can work on that." 
“That is good news," said Reb, if a bit more hesitant. "| hope it goes well once he's heard it" 


"Oh, it will,” Jeff reassured him. "Both ways, we've had plenty of ideas we've shared that the rest of us 
weren't always sure about, but once we got going, it all clicked together. He's already got multiple possibilities 


for lyrics with the concept, so we have an even better chance that something will work, out of what he has." 


Later in the day, they got a chance to all come together and get on the same page. Before, Jeff, Reb, and Mick 
listened to the slower tape with Don's completed vocal track added, while Don listened to their faster-paced 


instrumental they'd come up with from scratch in his absence 


"What do you think of the first one?" asked Jeff. "Are the lyrics fitting well to you? Personally, | think it 


sounds great." 


"Yeah, | think its alright.” Don shrugged. He looked tired, like he was floating through the day with as little 
energy as possible. "| got the holes in the lyrics filled in while | was gone, and it fits together and sounds good." 


"Everything sounds good to me, too. Is there anything right away we need to do with it on our end, that you 
can tell?" Reb nearly held his breath in anticipation 


"No, and we could probably send it as a demo now, just to get that started, and worry about minor things 
later. You've got a gap in there for a solo, and if you're alright with having it there, it works as far as my 
own purposes for it go. You can come up with a solo for it now if you want to knock yourself out, but | don't 
see the point in having that much down before the demo when you might want to change it later.” 


Reb wasn't sure how to take Don's nonchalant response. It was hard to tell with his lack of expression if he 
was suggesting Reb not push himself too hard when it wasn't necessary, or if he didn't care and was annoyed 


by the questions. 


"Okay," he replied hesitantly. "| get what you're saying. Maybe | ought to do a simple solo in there thought just 


to give it a closer idea of how it'll sound." 


"Do what you like as far as the demo solo goes. Knock yourself out ahead of time, or don't.” Don turned to 


Mick. "Do you feel alright with how it is?" 


"Look, if it sounds good, and everyone else is alright with it, it's fine by me." Mick tossed his hands up and 


laughed anxiously. 

"I feel fine with it," Jeff repeated "And are you good with the long intro we did?" 

"Yeah, | think it's a different touch," Don admitted, this time showing an intrigued hint to his expression. "Gives 
it some of the sound we originally started with, but allows it to go to the heavier side we're also trying to get 
back to. | like that bass riff you have going underneath it. | can see that being a strong hook." 

"Reb and | were thinking of Aerosmith when we came up with that." 


"Hmmm." Don looked up in thought. "I can hear it, now that you mention it. Nice touch." 


"So, how are you feeling about this other one we started?" Mick slid forward on the front of his seat, perhaps 
in just as much anticipation as Reb and Jeff. 


| can tell you had fun with it, just listening to it. I've missed hearing you go at things like that," Don admitted. 
Mick beamed. "Anything work?" 


"Yeah, | have a lyrical concept. Definitely thinking something to do with the Mad Hatter, since it's been nonstop, 


and we're all feeling a little crazy over it" 
This is true. Both Reb and Jeff thought it for their own reasons, but neither dared speak it. 


"Now that | know how it goes, I'm gonna have to tweak some words for it to all fit together. But give me a day 
or two; it's gonna take a bit between everything else, but I'll have something. | like all the key shifts you all 


came up with -that's something we haven't really had since "Burnin Like a Flame" on that level” 


“That is true, and | still say that's the most complicated song we've released -so this is the first song to 
really challenge that position" Jeff made a subtle, sidelong glance to Reb, as if to silently suggest Reb was 
responsible for making that happen. 


Its a fair start. If you all really want to put a solo on the first one before we send a demo, go ahead and do 
that. | have a phone conference in fifteen minutes with the lawyers -we gotta deal with Elektra today, of all of 
them." Don pointed to Jeff and Mick. "I'm dealing with most of it, but you know what that means -we're 
staying late tonight.” 


"Oh, man," groaned Mick, watching as Don turned down the hall, before shouting after: "Only tell me to come in 


that office once | absolutely have to be there!" 


"Well, we almost have one song fleshed out entirely. Come on, Reb, let's put a solo on it. Just for kicks. See 


what kind of smoking notes you can come up with. You know you want tol” 


Jeff, though understanding, couldn't help but feel frustrated. Couldn't Don just give Reb a lifte approval, or at 
least give him his due credit for his part in their writing if he didn't have it in him to be enthusiastic? Clearly, 
Reb was only just overcoming his initial fears, and still had so much uncertainty if his work satisfied what 
they all wanted from him. While Don had at least made some small, direct mention of something Jeff or Mick 
specifically had a part in, Reb was perhaps only included in his generalized comments, if at all. He was the one 
who came up with all the wild mode and key changes, and he'd had more in that Aerosmith-esque intro than 


Jeff had. 


"He means you, too," Jeff had to clarify, on a day almost a week later on which Reb seemed particularly 
subdued and fearful whenever he had to approach Don, who still seldom acknowledged what Reb had 
contributed to their burgeoning projects. "We're probably going to end up tweaking effects and balance when we 
move past the demo stage, and he'll let you know if he wants something changed, but he likes the way it's 
starting.” 


They all had a period of three days off to work on ideas at home after five consecutive days together, with 
the plan of seeing if any of them could be combined into one thing, just for the sake of variety in their 
approach possibly creating variety in their sound. 


There were a couple of possibilities as far as Mick, Jeff, and Reb found when they got back together on their 
own again for a day, but all of it was far from being funneled into a clear direction, and it was hard to make 


decisions with the possibility Don would have something to add to bring it all together. 


With disappointment threatening to reign over the studio, Jeff decided they should free jam again while they 


were on their own 


"We need to have something from today," he insisted. "We don't have to have nearly the entire song written 
like last time, but | know we can make the start of something, and we'll all feel better for having it" 


Reb had decided to work in the key of E minor for that jam, but coming up with a solid idea, as expected, 
didn't come as miraculously fast as the first. They had a verse, and a pre-chorus, but the verse and intro 
chords just weren't sounding right. There wasn't enough energy and drive for the sound, coming in with a 
chugging gallop around an E minor root chord. The closest he got to something that worked was far too close 
to "Kiss of Death" to turn into a new Dokken song. 


Though shamed to admit it, Reb had "Barracuda" by Heart stuck in his head trying to come up with an angry, 
driving riff without using the same rhythm or progression beyond the root chord of the key. Something about 
all the anger with the record companies and lawyers around him, and some unspoken anger about whatever 
had happened with George just gave him that feeling. He didn't mention what brought the song into his 


subconscious when he finally mentioned it. 


“There's nothing wrong with that," Jeff had assured. "Hey, that's a pretty good song, and still one of the 
heavier songs for its era. We might have to think of something further away from that feel for the intro, but 
it still gave a strong enough inspiration to get this started, so it's well worth what it brings." 


Then, a couple days later, Don brought in a starting, lyrical verse, with a single, primitive chorus. Reb 
immediately recognized it from the first day they'd been in together, when Jeff had made his comment about 
erasing a whole year from reality, and Don had walked out. The tentative title, and main line of the chorus was 


‘erase the slate’. 


It felt tense enough to fit the key. Maybe not in a way that called for chugging chords though, but individual 
notes derived from the chord progression about a frenetic pattern. "Tooth and Nail" and "Turn On The Action" 
came to mind -more the former with the lyrics so far. 


That was if! Reb hadn't come up with the riff he wanted, but he knew what kind of style he needed to go for, 
now. He just needed to ask Don how he felt about it, and maybe go in another room and play to the basic 
rhythm track he'd started on with Jeff. It wouldn't take long to create the right pattern with this lead. 


Except Don was in the sound pod, singing demo lyrics to their Alice h Wonderland inspired song. 


Well, worst case scenario, he'd work on something that they wouldn't have a use for. At least the risk of 
forgetting that wouldn't be as crushing. Reb was just about to ask Jeff to pause working on lyrics and try it 
with him, but then a shrill, bell-tone came from the hallway. 


"Aaah, shit," groaned Mick, shaking his head and dropping it forward into his hands. "Is that the office phone?" 


"Why wouldn't it be? I'll get it,” said Jeff, sliding his bass out of his lap and running for the hall. "If its 
something that | can't deal with on my own, I'll come back and get him, but let me just see before we do that" 


“Alright” Well, Reb could work on it at home and come back the next day with something on his track 
recorder. He had room on it, with having had plenty of time to memorize the first two songs they'd nearly 
completed demos for. Maybe, Reb hoped, coming in with the perfect intro would be just the thing to set off 
another particularly good day. 


He looked at the lyrics with Mick. Aggravation is the inspiration into madness. Had that come before or after Don 
wrote lyrics about the Mad Hatter? Either way, they were shaping up to have thematic connections between 
certain songs, which was a motivating thought. If anything, it would help with aloum cohesiveness, but Reb 
could relate to it enough, and he was certain it was no coincidence with the conflict he still caught hints of 


each day. 


With today being no exception Perhaps only a minute had passed when Jeff came back through the doorway, 
and the glimmer of light pushed to the back of his mind. 


"Not good?" Reb already had a fair idea of the answer when he asked, not only for Jeff's quick reappearance, 
but the apparent look on his face as he made a beeline for the sound booth. 


"Yeah, | suddenly have a feeling that we're standing in shit," Mick muttered, pulling his lips back grimly as Don 
paused the track and came out of the booth to meet Jeff. 


"Hey, Don? Gene Grimaldi with CMC International is on the phone." Jeff winced. "| hate to say it, but they're 


asking us to do something, and | think you'd better come be part of this conversation" 


Don's face went stone cold -the slightest hint of enthusiasm that had appeared over the first couple of hours 
fell away the instant he registered the name. 


"Great; he muttered, slightly dragging out the monosyllabic word as he hung his head, turned on his heels, and 
swished off down the hallway. 


"Should |-2" Jeff started to follow, but a point of Don's thumb over his shoulder told him to stay put, so he 
stopped before leaving Reb and Mick's line of sight. 


"Let's give him some phone privacy," Mick suggested. "Quick, quick! Fun jam, for just a few minutes!" 


"Yeah, and you didn't get to jam to Aerosmith with us," Reb hinted, turning to look at Mick, who seemed to 
light up at the idea. It was almost enough to make Reb entirely forget his disappointment. 


"Absolutely! Aerosmith it is," declared Jeff, feeling that in that instance, short distraction from the problem 


wasn't all bad. "Mick, you should sing -you've got this better than | do when we're not all sick!" 


"No, no, Jeff -you're the better singer of us." Mick actually blushed as he shook his hands back and forth out 
in front of him. He really was more shy and humble beneath the wild party animal than Reb would have ever 


imagined, even having met him on the road before! 


"Maybe overall -not that | think that's something to debate when that comes to opinion, but to mimic Steven 
Tyler?" Jeff raised his eyebrows and pointed across the room. “Come on, Mick!" 


Finding his place in the moment, Reb started clapping his hands and chanting, pulling Jeff in with him. 
"Mick! Mick! Mick.!" 
"Oh, okay." 


With a big grin and a shake of his lowered head, Mick turned the beat of their chant into a count-off, and 
they launched into a simplistic cover of "Back In the Saddle." After that, they decided to go into "Same Old Song 
and Dance", and were about halfway through when collectively, they realized Don was coming down the hallway 
with a heavy trudge, halting in the open space before them with arms hanging limply at his sides, the most 
vague of dour expressions on his face. If it weren't for his stance, Reb might not have been able to tell defeat 
and frustration apart from Don's resting expression -which he'd figured out often made him look annoyed even 
when he wasn't per result of the combination of downward slanting eyebrows and downward sloping, narrow 


lips. 


Little details like that, he'd learned to notice, particularly with people who at first made him uneasy. There was 
still plenty Reb was uncertain about with Don, but figuring out that much did help. The same phenomenon had 
even tripped him up when he first met Kip, who had similarly sloping eyebrows with a mouth that curled up 
even before he added his signature smirk in conversation -something that once made Reb feel like Kip was 


judging and internally teasing him and his problems. How wrong he'd been 
He wasn't wrong about what he read this time, though -at least as far as being annoyed went. They stopped 
playing, just in time for Don to groan loudly, approach the chalkboard, grab the edge with his hand to stabilize 


it, lean forward, and slam his head against it with three resounding thumps against the thin surface. 


"What." Mick only looked confused for a moment, before cackling loudly. 


"| don't fuckin’ want to.." Don grumbled, still with his forehead pressed to the designated bang head here! spot 


Mick had drawn on the chalkboard almost two weeks prior. 


"Don't want to do what?" asked Reb. As much as he hoped it had to do with some unrelated part of the phone 
call, he was still uneasy enough to worry it had something to do with one of the instrumental parts he'd 
worked on, and if the phone call had just pushed him to the point of being direct about it. 


"More discussions with management, and one of our many record companies we've been dealing with for 


multiple reasons lately," said Jeff. "Because our last album didn’t exactly go over well-" 


"Yeah, to say the least!" Mick continued, then blushed and sobered up at the sour, warning look Don shot him 


in response to his interjection 
lm not laughing, Mick 


Jeff squeezed his eyes shut and his chest visibly heaved as he tried to sigh without making a loud, impatient 
huff. 


"-Look, they want us to do a cover track," he announced, taking over for the sake of getting it out quickly 
without any more aggravation "At least one song on the album, so that in theory, we can attract some 


potential listeners to get us back on the map. If it works out that way." 


‘It's a hit or miss method, and I'm pretty sure we can come up with enough of our own material, especially if 
we dig in old idea reserves. Even if no one wants to listen to it after the abomination our last effort was, if 
you can even call it that -and nobody here as it stands asked for that album to be written that way. At least 
we'd know what we put out was actually something to be proud of, and better yet, true to who we are," Don 
ranted. "Yeah, and maybe | would get my heart broken if nobody listened to what we all poured our souls into, 
but | don't know about the rest of you -l've already had that experience. And yeah, it sucked But | survived it. 
l'm still alive and standing here today, for whatever it's worth -we could survive it again. If anything would 


take us down, of all the things that could, | doubt that's gonna be it." 
Mick gulped audibly in the falling silence, bowing his head and taking a few steps back. 


Reb also retreated slightly, and while he didn't duck, the light seemed to leave his eyes with Don's last few 


words, and his face was unreadable. 


"I kind of have experienced it," Jeff finally spoke just above a whisper, as if to subtly sneak in and break the 
tension. "Not that | expected a side project to hit big with one album, or go far in between larger things." 


He met Reb's eye with a flash of sympathy, knowing how Winger's last attempt had been overlooked by a 
number of distractions, and other factors at least made it seem for the time being that it hadn't quite 
survived. Bringing up his own solo project he'd abandoned after one album was a weak example he could think 


of to stop Reb from feeling singled out. 


While he did not physically retreat, his own posture was hunched similarly to Mick, as if the two seemed 
somewhat ashamed of how Don's experience related to their past. Mick in particular, having been with George 


during the time Don was prevented from using his own name on his album. 


By the time Reb looked back, Don seemed to be equally ashamed of his outburst -or seemingly, more 


embarrassed of an unintended, vulnerable admission. 


"It was one thing on Dysfunctional, when we -well, you and I.” He pointed to Mick and Jeff ".were in that mood, 
getting back together by jamming on all the old bands we grew up on, but | just don't feel like going there right 


now. 


"Yeah, didn't end very well, did it?" Mick's statement sounded like another witty joke, but the humor had left 


his voice and eyes. 


"Then what are the odds of getting out of it?" Reb crossed his arms defensively as he posed his question. "You 
know, what if there's something else we can do to make it so that we don't have to do that. If we give them 


enough good material by a certain time in the process, would they go back on it?" 


Jeff felt conflicted with that idea. He'd be just as happy if they didn't have to do a cover, but he didn't want 
Reb to feel forced to write a full album's worth of songs in less than a month. That wouldn't be fair, and it 
would very likely suck every bit of fun out of the rest of their time together. If they could always move at 
the pace they had on their first day together with Mick, it wouldn't be impossible, but Jeff knew they couldn't 
consistently have that luck. He would have known without the corner they'd been stuck in the last few days. It 


never worked out that well, even without all the legal and personal problems to distract them. 


"Hell" Don shook his head disgustedly. "They'll be wishy-washy, in ways we don't have time for, when they'll 
already find enough other reasons to be stupid like that. I've played their games before. I've seen how it goes 
from the perspective of both writer and producer. And | can tell you now, we can talk to Wyn about it. He'd go 
to bat for us, without a doubt -but he'll be just as helpless to stop it as we are for all his trouble. You'll tell 
them ‘look, l'm not doing this, they'll say ‘okay,’ and then they'll look at you and ask ‘well where is it? right at 
the deadline, and they'll act like they never let you off the hook to begin with when you call them out on it, 
trying to make you feel like the crazy one, and next thing you know, you're scrambling to come up with 


something last minute. 


lm not saying they shouldn't go back on it if we've got enough to impress them with, Reb -because they 
should But it just doesn't work that way, no matter how wrong it is. Its been that way for a good long time, 
and it's so deeply ingrained, there's no fighting it in our position I've heard other guys with the same story. 
None of us need to deal with that. And if we wait, they might choose for us what they want us To cover, so 


it won't even be our choice -then if it's something we hate, we're gonna kick ourselves." 


"Then we might as well do one, and if we don't end up using it, oh well," offered Jeff. "Bonus track material for 
an EP or another compilation if we ever need it, like with our discarded title track for Back for the Attack." 


"That was our own, but the idea still works." Mick was visibly afraid to really take either side, lest he get 


caught up in conflict he was already too close to for comfort. 


"lll be straight up on not being inspired to do a cover song, so l'm not going to lie and throw ideas around to 
force on the rest of you." Don tossed his hands up. "I'm not. | got nothing So, wherever there's time, if you 
have ideas, share them together, and come up with a list we can all narrow down by what we can all live with, 
and what management will let us do. Obviously, don't go for artists that are going to ask for excessive 


royalties, because management will nix it even if we don't first." 
"Think up ideas," said Reb, just above a timid whisper. He quietly blew out a nervous sigh. "Got it" 


"In fact, write ideas up on the board, so we can all see. Give it something better to do for us than an excuse 
to give ourselves concussions while CMC tries to make us lose our shit, along with Geffen, Elektra, and every 
other one of those fuckers. I'm going for a walk. | can't fucking THINK with all this bouncing in my head," Don 
grumbled, dragging his fingers across the circular, faded chalk outline and obscuring it as he passed it on his 


way to the exterior stairs. 
He let the door fall shut behind him with a slamming sound Reb still flinched at. 


In the uncertain environment, he knew more than ever why Alice abhorred that sound so much. Even though 
Don was clearly upset at management, it felt like he was angry with everyone in the room. It had nothing to do 
with any of them, and he had said as much; however, even having the context for once to know plenty well he 


hadn't done anything wrong, Reb had to tell himself that a few times before he felt assured. 
Mick let out a long, descending whistle. 


"Well, we'll get to that as it comes to us," said Jeff, glancing at the door and nervously blowing out air in 
unison with Mick. "It's a shame, royalties probably would be a problem with Aerosmith, because that might be 
fun -and easy, since we've already been doing it for kicks. But that.. That wasn't. | don't like the looks of that" 


"Is he gonna be alright?" Reb asked, uncertainty taking over again. Did | say anything wrong? How much of this is 
Just him being in a mood for his own reasons, and how much do | really have fo worry about upsetting him, were 


the real questions in his mind. 


"He will be, eventually." Mick took a wary peak out the window. "But | can't say I'm not a little worried right 


now. 


"It's not like him to just give in to what he doesn't agree with just to get it over with," explained Jeff. "Even if 
he knows he's not gonna get his way. Not fighting them on it just for the sake of calling them out on the flaws 
in their logic is a pretty sure sign he's not doing too good. Do you know about anything that | don't, Mick?" 


"I didn't hear about anything happening since we were here yesterday in particular. Other than his brother 
apparently called him right before he left the house this morning, and it scared the shit out of him, ‘cause his 
family usually doesn't call him when they know he's gonna be here." Seeing the humor in it had expired, the 
drummer picked up one of the two erasers in the chalkboard tray and began wiping away the rest of his 
drawing. "He didn't seem too torn up about it though -l don't think it ended up being serious." 


"Ah, got it" Jeff nodded, pressing his lips together grimly. "He must have thought it was gonna be bad news, 
though. That would have gotten him going, and if he was already frustrated before Gene called." 


"He's had his rant, and he's probably just gonna internalize it and let it keep him up at night when he gets 
home from this point on," said Mick, picking up the other eraser and clapping them together once just for the 
fun of creating the start of a dust cloud. "I'll call him tonight and deal with that when he's less amped up 
about it. We'll be fine." 


"Maybe we could pick favorites to cover that we can relate to," said Jeff. "Not in a negative light, but maybe 


it could be cathartic to put our spin on some of those." 


"In that case, it's a shame Boston would also be hard to cover, for a number of reasons, because they've got 
some relatable ones," said Reb. "I think it'd be hard to live up to, anyway, but they're notorious for being 


protective of their material" 


"Probably because Tom Scholz refuses to work with producers and avoids record companies for as much of 
the process as he can. Probably for reasons like this." Jeff shrugged. "That said, not everyone's an MIT grad 
engineer who can build his own recording equipment and effects in a basement -nor should everyone have to 


be, as great as it is he could do all that." 


"Couldn't do it live, anyway, if we ended up wanting to later." Reb fidgeted with his guitar out of nervous habit. 
"| mean, | can do a lot, and figure out newer tricks, but even with effects, | can't play two lead guitars on 


different harmony layers at the same time through every part of a sorg, let alone three." 


"Mick, what do you think?" Jeff pointed to the drummer, who had stayed quiet. "We're not gonna be distracted 


by an argument over the opinions of just two of us, so you're gonna be getting some say in this, too." 


"Wow, | almost don't know what to do with that! By the time it's settled, | just let it go with whatever and let 
the sleeping dog lie -forget what | think" Mick clapped his hands together. "I think -y'know, let's just think 
about going back to our roots again. | know Don was iffy about it, but then he's also just not in the mood for 
a lot of things today. And that could change when he thinks of some ideas we have. We had fun jamming 
together on those old songs while we were writing Dysfunctional Who's to say we can't go back to that, and 
this time, not let things get knocked off track?" 


"Jeff and | had fun jamming to Aerosmith; | can't see why at least the three of us won't have fun going back 
to older favorites," Reb offered. "I'd be up for trying that." 


"Let's write our favorites up on the board, then, and narrow down before we consider songs," decided Jeff. 
"Except, as sad as it might sound, let's not include The Beatles. | know we love them, and they did something 
for all of us in getting to where we are, but while it was one thing to cover something on a live album, we 
could run into problems we've already talked about under a studio release. That, and it probably seems too 
obvious, too. And when we did ‘Nowhere Man’, that was a sad night, you know, Mick? Started out so great, but 


there were a few snips starting, and now in hindsight, it was already a sign of where we were going.” 


"No Beatles." Mick nodded. "Yeah, | get that, too. Absolutely." He wrote up a few suggestions, putting 
contributions like The Rolling Stones and The Doors in parenthesis, suggesting they'd probably have a hard time 
making it work, but noting it wasn't absolutely certain they couldn't. 


Jeff wrote his influences, also putting Yes in parenthesis, and striking out Emerson, Lake, and Palmer as soon 
as he wrote it for the same reason as nixing The Beatles. Already done, and attached to past times they 


wanted -and perhaps needed to stay away from. 


Reb added some different names that Mick and Jeff did look at, interestedly. Montrose was one. Dixie Dregs 
were another, and while they didn't seem like they'd be difficult to work with, Reb had connections to them 


that could have proved helpful in any case. 


They also took turns adding artists they'd liked when they were early on in their own careers, who seemed to 
be popular enough still, and wouldn't combat it. Tom Petty was notoriously unbothered by even outright rip- 
offs, so his name went up quick. Blue Oyster Cult was less straightforward, but Jeff and Mick supposed they 
had something to do with getting them exposure early on when they toured together in 1983, and any 
reasonable royalty back to them might as well have been returning the favor. The same would have gone for 
the Scorpions, though all three quickly agreed that they probably weren't going to do any of those songs 
justice, between Don's upper range beginning to deteriorate, and limitations on how many guitar lines they could 


handle -unless Don played rhythm. 


"The Kinks and The Monkees actually aren't bad ideas, even if they seem pretty far out in style," Jeff 
encouraged, when Reb tried to talk down on his contributions as if they weren't worthwhile. "Other bands 
haven't had trouble getting approval to cover them, but it's not overly-cliche. And like | said, we covered 
Emerson, Lake, and Palmer before, and | doubt any fans saw that coming. So don't be afraid of that.” 


"That's one way.” Reb hesitated, but then continued his thought a bit more bravely. "I don't know how you feel 
about it, but the other extreme we could go to if we needed it is picking an old song that's been covered in so 
many different ways, so there's not really a definitive version to live up to. Or when it's easy to cover 
because there's actually a cover that did better than the original. You know, how like ‘Feelin’ Alright is just as 
well known for Joe Cocker's cover as the Traffic original, and then Grand Funk covered it, and that was 


bouncing around the radio for awhile, too. Same with ‘Ready for Love'." 


"Now you see, if it comes down to that, | like that idea," Mick decided. "Kind of gives a ‘fuck-you' to the record 
companies for making us do it whether we want to or not. Okay, we'll give you the most generic thing that we 


can't mess up!" 


"More power to that if Don likes that sentiment, with how he seems to feel about it," sighed Jeff. "Certainly 
takes away some of the stressful things involved with doing covers. And while there are a few that get old 


and aren't so great, some of them really are timeless -the two you mentioned are amazing.” 


‘| mean, there could be better things, for sure." Reb shrugged. "But if we have to go there, if the lyrics are 
still relatable enough to us, that can't be but so bad to deal with." 


"There probably are some relatable ones if we think about it. So let's do that" Jeff wrote ‘generic cover songs’ 
on the board in parentheses with a question mark beside it. 


"Alright. | think we've got some ideas to think about, so let's let this go for awhile, before we start 
overthinking it, because we only just found out this was going to be a thing half an hour ago. We can come 
back tomorrow, or even next week with a few songs by these bands we might want, and we can consider what 
easy covers might be appropriate -start narrowing it down from there. We don't need to make a decision this 
moment, but we can say we have a start on it, at least." 


They had a start on that much. Reb just hoped the next day, they'd all be able to collectively say they had 
more than a start on ‘Erase The Slate’. He'd stay up all night to be able to say it, if thats what it took. 


If that's what it took to be more than good enough, it was nothing he couldn't handle. 


Left in the Crossfire 


Author's Notes: 


Another song comes to life with more nerdy music talk.. Despite trying harder than last chapter, Don is still 
difficult for reasons still yet to be fully revealed. And now, Jeff is starting to show some cracks again with 
the George situation -the question ahead is will he make it while continuing to hold this newly-formed Dokken 
together in its remaining instability? Tension is mounting.. But before it really hits, | decided we'll take a final 
calm moment with an unsung hero in Winger. After listening to an hour-long podcast a couple years back 
where | finally got some good information about him and his history, he seemed like the perfect, outer-source 


of advice for Reb. 


Following the abrupt end to the session, Reb went home, equipped with two of his single track recorders, and 
Don's primitive lyrics in mind, prepared to overhaul what would be "Erase the Slate" in whatever way would 


make it work. 


He already had an idea how. He just hadn't had the chance to suggest trying it with Jeff before getting thrown 
off track. That was fine, though. He'd just have to figure it out on his own, and luckily, he had the tools to 


keep him from losing it: 


The chugging chords Reb had originally felt weren't what he needed. He needed something more frenetic. And 
the angry key of E minor he'd originally felt just wasn't working when he tried the method of bouncing around 


a chord arpeggio. 


Going back to what he'd had in mind, choosing keys he wanted to start jams in, he began working his way back 
toward where he'd started. 


A minor gave him the right feeling. He could still get back to E minor easily if he wanted to have the rest of 
the song stay there. 


Trying the main riff, now transposed and with the chords broken up, he hit record on the old, trusty track 
recorder Kip once gave him, using the additional one he had to play back their original tries from the studio 


for comparison. 


Thats it! He'd seemingly wiped his old intro concept out, but he'd used it to get to where he really wanted to 
be. That, he was confident, would be enough to get him on track to work the rest of the song out with Jeff. 


The next day, he met up at the studio to find himself alone with Jeff. 


"Is just you and me today, Reb," Jeff explained when he arrived. "Don's out dealing with some other stuff, and 
Mick's on a productivity streak. He has to take a cat to the vet this afternoon, but he's also trying to 
accomplish some things at home he hasn't been able to accomplish lately while he's focused on it and sees the 


chance." 


They'd started the day off on a good note there, just laughing over Mick's reason for being out. Reb thought 


it was entirely too relatable to want to get as much mileage out of a cleaning and organizing spell as possible. 


He was glad it was just Jeff, if only one of them would be there, especially after being wound up half the 
night, looking forward to getting that song right. A day to work with Jeff uninterrupted was just a solid way to 
make up for the unsatisfying ending to the previous one; he was going to finish what he'd started, no matter 
what. 


As Reb hoped, Jeff was thrilled with the new intro when he heard it. It was energizing to listen to, just building 
up anticipation to jump in with his bass at the right moment. It had enough of the old, hard-driving side of 
Dokken in spirit, but it was different enough to distinctly be Reb's take on the style. 


Shifting down into E minor worked well sound-wise, but while the lyrics were aggravated and disillusioned, as 
Reb and Jeff continued to work on it, they both questioned if they were angry enough to fit the key. There 


was still enough begrudging optimism to warrant a different feel. 


"I think we need to change it," Reb decided. He'd blindly tried different modes of E minor, but inching closer to 
the parallel major key went very suddenly from too dark to being too bright for the lyrics. 


"I think we need to, and we'll probably feel better with how it turns out if we do," he repeated. "I just -l hate 
to change it -you're gonna have to relearn all this stuff in another key, and that's more work for you. | 


already changed the chorus and intro, and my stuff on the verse isn’t that complicated to shift up." 


"| will have to learn it again, but if it sounds good in the end, it's just a challenge for fun" Jeff shrugged. 
"Which way are you thinking of going? | am happy to relearn it, but if I'm going to, maybe we probably should 
decide where we want it before | do." 


"Yeah, so you don't have to relearn it twice! Well, D minor isn't going to be any more fitting -going right from 
angry to depressed" Reb didn't want the overall sound to change but so much, so rather than adding sharps 
and flats, he was trying to go step by step along the chromatic scale, as he'd once learned, and as he and Kip 


often did. 


E flat minor -or D sharp if he was going to keep it consistent with sharp terminology when coming down from 
E minor -was closer in tone, but not only did it have the same problems, it wasn't an option if they were going 
to keep the redone intro. A minor would clash with it, and shifting it down a half-step would give it a sound 


that Reb might not have hesitated to go for in the 80s, but knew he had to avoid now. 


Going up, F minor also clashed. 


Finally, he and Jeff stumbled upon F sharp minor. Not quite as manic and evil-sounding as G minor, but stil 
dark enough, with just enough lift. It had the same number of sharps and was complimentary to A Major, 
which Jeff realized that if they tried to transition to, as Reb had originally had moments of allowing G Major 
to peak through in his E minor version, they could jump back to the introductory riff in the parallel, A minor 
with ease, despite F sharp not being as directly related. 


"Its only G | lose as an open string note, and that's high enough, I'm not gonna hit it that often, so aside from 
sliding my hand up, its not changing up my positioning too much," Jeff reassured Reb, once he'd had a chance 
to retrace his transposed bass line. "Let me run through it a couple times, just so | can get my hands used to 


it, and then let's see how it sounds." 


After Jeff had a chance to rehearse his adjusted part, they went back and played through the whole thing, 


new intro and key shifted verse together. 


That was also it! Feeling everything clicking together, Reb was able and inspired to add some lead fills over the 


fairly-static verse chords to add some character. 


"There it is," he declared when they were finished, seeing how excited Jeff seemed over it, after he'd become 


increasingly more animated while playing as it went on. "Now it lives up to how we want it to feel." 


‘It really lives up to its name, too," said Jeff, lit up with a bright smile. "Aside from progression pattern, we 
pretty much erased the whole thing and started it over before we got what we wanted." 


"I thought the same thing!" It had been a process, but they both looked forward to showing Mick and Don what 
they'd done with it. 


As Reb expected, Mick was enthusiastic on hearing it the day after that, and had just as much fun as he and 
Jeff had, playing it for the first time with him playing along. Because they were all so amped up, Mick started 


playing around, shouting random things to count off. 


"We should make note of that and do it for the official recording," Jeff decided. "Can you imagine an album 
starting off like that?" 


‘lm all for it" Reb couldn't help but like the idea -it even paid tribute to Led Zeppelin in a way. 
Like come on, strap yourselves in, because you sure don't know what's coming!" Mick boomed with laughter. 
When he finally returned for the second half of their time in for the day, and heard the song in it's 


overhauled form, Don had shown approval for the new opening, if in the same, unenthusiastic way as with the 
others. At best, he had shown Reb some direct approval in his thought of the rewritten intro. 


"Yeah, | like what you did there," he admitted. "I like the broken-up chords instead of the straight chugging. | 
think it gets the sort of intensity | was hoping for. The key change suits it -it still is dark, but its not too 


morose." 


Reb had been plenty accepting of the minimal praise, for what it was worth. He'd smiled and uttered a quiet 
thanks, before the subject quickly changed as they moved on to other tasks for the day. 


If only Reb could have had the opportunity to turn that new intro riff out with Don present, rather than at 
home. If for nothing else, so that he could see how quick he could get the perfect riff out once he and Jeff 
decided on a new approach that had just happened to be the answer -and maybe how quick what the rest of 
the song needed fell into place afterward. That stupid phone call from CMC just had to pull Jeff away and ruin 
the mood just a minute too soon, before he could try, and it seemed his absence on the day he and Jeff made 
it happen had taken some of the air out of their triumph. 


It wasn't that he didn't respect that Don clearly had something personal going on in his life. He was fully 


accepting if Don needed to be absent some days, and never wanted to suggest otherwise. 


Really, Reb just wanted to make sure that everyone was happy with what they were doing. He didn't want to 
face the consequences of dissatisfaction with the album in the long run if there was something he could have 


changed to fix it. 


All the meanwhile, he and Jeff had been slowly thinking up ideas for the cover song. Coming up with something 
satisfying to cover was the only way they could compensate for the damage of that phone call now. 


While thinking about Dokken's cover of Emerson, Lake and Palmer's "From the Beginning’, Reb thought of 
another influential trio named after the members. Crosby, Stills, and Nash. That brought him back to how he 
and Jeff had mentioned jamming on "Love the One You're With" the day before they'd all had to call out sick 


It would be fun to play in the odd tunings, if nothing else. With as much as an open C tuning rang out on just a 
standard, six-string acoustic, it probably had a wild, natural reverb even before effects on an electric. Just 
the droning had the power to give it a heavier sound that might surprisingly work out -and the lyrics were 
relatable to a point. 


Well, relatable to what he was going through. From the little he knew, he realized it might be rubbing things in 
Jeff's face, if they took it beyond joking their raspy, sick voices. 


Maybe the tune was too cheerful for the rest of the album, though. Even too cheerful for the deceptively- 
happy song phenomenon to make it fit. The lyrics were indeed sad with the context of the story behind the 
song Stephen Stills had written in grief -and that was eerily similar to what Kip was dealing with. That 
realization was all it took, and that was the end to Reb's consideration of that song. 


He thought back to common, cover-song picks. Of those, he did like the idea of ‘Feelin’ Alright, and had already 


liked it when he mentioned it as an example. It was another relatable one -also for him, and probably more for 


everyone around him. It also had the same deceptive effect of a happy tune with depressing lyrics. However, 
perhaps it was still too bright in sound for the songs forming around it. 


He still considered the possibility. The greatest problem was accounting for the keyboards playing a role in 
most previous versions. With Winger, that would have been easy. Paul -or John, in the later years, and either 
of them in the future if they ever reunited -would have played keyboards instead of secondary guitar. But 
while Don was an able-guitarist when given the chance to play, he didn't play keyboards. Jeff could, but putting 
him on keyboards sacrificed the bass in a live-setting. Allocation of instruments just didn't work out well, 
unless they ditched the piano altogether. Maybe if they went more for the Traffic version's style, Jeff could 
work the piano groove into the bass line. That could have sounded cool. Reb knew Jeff could do it. Whether 
listeners would consider it doing Steve Winwood justice was another thing, though. That was a hard feat. 


Maybe.. No. Too bright That was the one problem Reb couldn't get past. If he wanted a deceptively cheerful 
cover song, he needed a song with a beat that could make it sound somewhat chipper, but was played in a 
minor-key. That would add another layer to the eerie aspect, and better fit the overall-sound they'd been 


forming. 


If they wanted to take another approach, and take a lot of guts with it -perhaps even more guts in the 
current, unfriendly era than it had taken to cover Jimi Hendrix in the height of melodic metal's popularity - 
there were a few relatable Peter Frampton songs that wouldn't have been out of Don's vocal range. If push 


came to shove, Jeff could sing it, and possibly sound closer in vocal timber. 


"Lines On My Face" was incredibly relatable. However, while not too bright to fit the other songs, it had a 
problem of its own. The song was heart-wrenching, and the possibility of having to play it live was dangerous, 
far beyond what they had to stand up to if they were even going to give it half its justice. Reb didn't know 
where Jeff and Don mentally stood with everything -and where they would be standing when that time came. 
What Reb did know was if he and Kip were still out-of-contact by the time Dokken went out touring, and he 
went through another phase where the pain of missing Kip hit harder, he'd end up having a breakdown onstage 


before the end of it. And none of them needed that. 


Blue Oyster Cult was fun, in theory, but it was hard enough picking a song of theirs that would do well, 
starting with options that had lyrics more inclusive to the typical 80s band's audience. That left few options 
without going into super-deep cuts that only die-hard fans would know -and most of those fans were unlikely 


to take well to a cover, particularly from a band that the era had little hospitality for. 


Jeff had agreed with him on that when they talked on the phone. Then they also realized that Metallica had 
covered "Astronomy", bringing plenty of younger Metallica fans into Blue Oyster Cults fan base. That was the 
last crowd they wanted to draw attention to, and it was almost enough to make Reb abandon the thought of 
Blue Oyster Cult entirely. 


However, there were a couple of albums in the 80s under a different style of production that hadn't been well 
received as whole albums, but still had a couple of songs that had done well on each. Jeff and Reb both agreed 


that the overall sound to them wouldn't appeal to any crossover Metallica fans, and lent themselves to being 


covered by the melodic 80s bands more than anyone else. "Perfect Water" gave plenty of room for guitar 
soloing and fit the tone well, and "Dancin In the Ruins" had briefly taken a high position on the charts. The 
guitar solo was just enough to keep it from being too bright, it had the lyric and tune emotional discrepancy, 
and it would say a lot for Dokken's heavier return if they could redesign it from its overly-synthesized form 


into a classic, metal song. 


Not everyone agreed when Reb proposed that idea in the studio, a few days later though, at the start of what 


at least seemed to be just another week. 


"And cover a song off an album that was basically their ‘Shadowlife' in how it was received?" Don shook his 


head and exhaled forcefully through his nose. "No" 


Jeff stepped around the doorframe for a split second to slam his forehead against the back of his hand and 
shake his head. Holding the sigh back was harder than hiding the motion 


Reb nodded, not quite picking his head up as high as it had been before on the upward tilt. Though brutally 


honest, it was a fair point. 


It's not to say they didn’t actually have good songs on the album, despite it being so different -ard |'d easily 
say their worst songs were probably better than most of what we had on ours -but it's not a good option for 
what we're trying to do. If we were just doing covers for the heck of it, itd probably be fine, but thats not 
the purpose. The chances you get a well-received cover of a song that wasn't well received to begin with -and 
coming from a largely-hated album are little-to-none. Maybe it's worked out once or twice, but | say better 
to take another approach than count on that happening” Don rolled his eyes at the next thought. "Plus, | doubt 
CMC is even gonna approve it if it's not something they sense a certain amount of popularity in -since they 


want it to pull attention toward us." 
Well, he tried, Jeff thought to himself glumly, he just couldn't hold back that snarky comment fo start 


And he knew, despite how diplomatic Don might have tried to be in his reasoning, the harsh tone to his gut- 
reaction response had been a blow to Reb's confidence in his input in that moment. No compliment toward any 
other idea for the rest of the day after that was going to make him feel as sure of himself than if it hadn't 


been said. 


Another heart-to-heart was in order with Mick, and whenever he saw the chance, Jeff knew he would 
eventually have to have some level of discussion with Don -for whatever it might help. Unfortunately, he had 
his own distractions to delay it, and they all had a much bigger concerns to get out of the way first. 


The lawsuit George Lynch had hit them with as their last tour came to an end was in its final stages, and as 
preparation for the final court date and rulings kicked into full gear, Mick and Jeff had to be involved in what 
Don had mostly carried on his own through the initial stages, mostly comprised of paperwork. 


Plenty of nasty phone calls lay ahead, and what was supposedly going to be the easiest one had already been 
hell for Jeff. For comparison to Mick and Don's takes on the situation, as well as George's on the other side, 
he'd all but been interrogated on why George had left the band, and everything that had lead up to his decision 
to depart. Answering a question brought on a series of variations of the exact same question, because 


answering it once wasn't satisfying enough. 


Despite knowing it was a search for inconsistencies, and a tool for catching lies, Jeff despised it. It felt like the 
attorney on the other end of the line either didn't believe what he was saying despite how painfully real it was 
-or he was just torturing him. Having to explain over and over again how George had behaved leading up to 
quitting, and having to recount over and over the events through which George was an entirely different 
person than the George he'd once been inseparable from. And it was even harder, with each repetition, 
resisting the urge to spill everything George had done to him in their final two weeks together. The same 


amount of estimated time remaining they now had until the lawsuit case he'd thrown at them closed 


Jeff didn't want to bring it up when there were plenty of other reasons they had parted ways with George. 
They technically already had signed the original legal papers for George leaving the band at the end of their 
tour when the attack had happened. That in itself had been rage transferred from the meeting between Don 
and George with their legal management regarding his already-decided departure, following the attack Don had 
suffered. Even if there was a different motive, George would have been leaving the band, regardless of 


whether he'd raised his hands against Jeff, so it wasn't truly helpful to mention 


If anything, it had just made waiting for George to be gone that much harder, and it unfortunately hadn't 
made parting ways any easier, either. The overall outcome was still the same. There was no point in reliving it 
just to air dirty laundry and make the case more difficult on a personal level -or drag it out longer while the 
end was in sight, as much as Jeff could have taken great joy in saying terrible things about this form of 
George Lynch in that moment. 


Just like George's final actions caused no change in where they would end up, none of it would make Jeff feel 


better in the long run 


For now, as far as Jeff's feelings on George himself went, it felt like the ugly, angry phase of a hard, drawn- 
out divorce. It also hadn't been long since Jeff had been through a real one to know it truly did. Every time he 
thought about George, he wanted to strangle him, the same way George had grabbed Don and gone for the 
throat. Sure, Jeff had had his moments where he'd wanted to sucker-punch Mick in the aftermath of their 
own conflict, especially when he first found out about the happenings between him and his ex-wife, but nothing 
like this 


Jeff had been miserable with the anger he felt toward Mick; every thought of striking at Mick, however 
justified, was a strike at his own heart. The numbness he felt over his anger toward George was unsettling on 
an entirely different level. He didn't want to be that way -what kind of a person was he becoming to have 


those thoughts? 


Not anything better than who George became, he'd thought to himself dejectedly, getting home after being 
drilled over the phone. 


Worse, after a couple week's remission with his night terrors, having to recount the events leading up to 
parting ways with George and trying to repress his bad thoughts had brought them back. They were muted 
and brief, but grew with intensity each night, and Jeff hated to think they might grow to be just as bad as 


before. 


Still, he vowed to try his hardest to keep everyone as comfortable as possible -which was still far out of 
everyone's preferences -at least until after the external chaos died down. He could continue to encourage Reb, 
along with Mick. There was no question of a need to ascertain a better solution for the tension between Don 
and Reb, but if it would come down to confrontation, two weeks to deal with George was a better reason than 
simply two weeks to procrastinate. Even if Reb was submissive and reasonable, the last thing anyone needed 
was for Don's feelings toward their final confrontation with George to be misplaced on a confrontation over 
Reb; that would only do the opposite of what he wanted. They'd all be calmer and less distracted from finding a 
solution. At least Jeff hoped so. 


He did talk to Mick at the end of the night about giving Reb some forward warning of how preparing for that 
last court date might impact their time together, depending on whoever got the chance first. 


"| don't want to be negative and say it's going to be terrible and chaotic all around, but if there's a chance that 


it will be, it's only right that he knows that so he isn’t blindsided." 
"No, no, | get it," Mick agreed. "We're used to all of us not being so great about communicating, but he's not." 


With brief consultation from Don before leaving, they agreed on what they should tell Reb, and what their plan 
would be if they anticipated any phone business completely derailing a day's meet-up. 


It just so happened that as they were preparing to leave for the following day -the Tuesday ten days out 
from the big event -a phone call came in from the law office. Don ended up calling for Jeff to come sit with 


him on it. 


Mick hated to be the one to have to break the news, but it was only fair, and the easiest chance presented 
itself when Reb asked what Jeff getting pulled away was about. 


"Hey, Reb -actually, about that.. We wanted to give you a heads-up about some stuff” 
"Yeah?" Mick didn't seem overly-serious, but seemed serious enough to concern Reb. 
"Yeah. You probably know at least to some point -l don't know, depending on how much of our news got around, 


I'd hope you don't know but so much yet! We're still dealing with some nasty legal stuff after we split ways 
with George." 


"No, | don't know much, but | knew there had to be something related to that," Reb admitted. 


"We have good news!" Mick got overly-enthusiastic, going overboard in an attempt to stop Reb from sensing 
any terrible trouble before he did. "We're getting to the end of the process, so in about two weeks, that'll be 
one less thing to distract us -not that we're not gonna find ten others to take its place, probably!" 


"Yeah, then we'd better think up ten good distractions we're gonna make before we find others," joked Reb, 
trying to dispel the anxious feeling that bad news was going to follow the good news. 


"And oh, boy, that sure is the truth! However." 
No such luck -and no reason to even try. 


"Jeff and Don and | wanted to make sure you know that while that's coming up, we'll be getting a lot more 
related phone calls, and the three of us might be taking turns and spending more time in the office instead of 
rocking out. And believe me, we know that situation might not be very fun for you. So -what we can tell you - 
we're gonna do our best to plan ahead and know what calls are coming to us. If we know there's gonna be a 
day where all three of us have to be on the line at the same time -and that won't be as often, we'll call you 
and tell you the night before. Because we can let you come in late, or if it's gonna be half the time we're here, 
we can let you know you don't have to come -unless you want to use the equipment to work on your parts - 
you're welcome to come do that. But we did some talking about everything coming up, and we all agree, it's not 
fair for you to drive out here to work with us and end up working alone while we're talking business down the 


hall." 


"Alright, | can work with that." Mick seemed calm about it enough for Reb to trust that he'd do okay during 
that time. "Depending on where l'm at with some riffs, | might come in anyway to record, but I'll try to leave 


some phone privacy if that happens." 


"Don't worry about that," said Mick, shaking his head. "We have thick doors in the studio for a reason. If you 


can hear us instead of the other way around, it's our own fault!" 

He looked up then to see Jeff coming down the external stairs. "Aha!" 

"You're telling him?" asked Jeff. 

"Most of it," Mick replied. "You got any questions, Reb?" 

"Well, | mean, I'll make whatever you guys have to do work out any way it happens, but will | be working on 
newer stuff with Don on my own? Because | can work with him on the older stuff, no problem, but stuff we 


just got going on that | haven't fully memorized, if I'm gonna play it without at least one of you, | might need 
to be ready to play back our recorded tracks. 


"Then we'll make sure to record a practice track of whatever we have as we go, just in case. But the goal is 
that either Mick or | will be with you, ninety-nine percent of the time, so you have someone to work with 
instrumentally," Jeff assured. "| can't say anything for sure, but hopefully, the answer is no -you will not have 
to play new stuff alone with Don. We're gonna try to keep things flowing as smooth as possible. We're looking 
at a court-date, not this Friday, but the next, and then we'll sign any leftover papers on Saturday. From that 
point on, any phone calls involving anyone other than Don and his personal matters are only related to 
management on the album we're working on now. So, my hope is it won't be too bad, but the rest of this week, 


and then next week could get a bit more ugly with that." 


"We'll get through it," Reb decided. They'd have to, anyway. While he didn't exactly look forward to potentially 
more uncomfortable times in the studio, he at least knew this one had nothing to do with him, and it would 


only be two weeks. "Thanks for telling me." 


/ guess this happens when bands split from this sort of conflict? | don't get it: | can't imagine how it would get that 
bad -how any argument would build to that. It was sad for Reb to think that his situation in Winger had been 
rare, and that he'd only been lucky to not understand that conflict, for as many other things they'd ended up 
dealing with before the indefinite end. 


"Well, happy Tuesday night," said Jeff, bidding his farewell. "We'll see how it goes starting tomorrow." 
"Back for more fun and games!" Mick cracked himself up before also heading to leave. 


Sure, there would be fun at some point. Reb just hoped that of the many possible games with management and 
legal stuff, the guessing games wouldn't get too serious. 


Later that evening, with the topic of long-anticipated phone calls heavy on his mind, Reb called up John Roth. 
He was beyond overdue on giving John a call -to the point at which he now had no business teasing Paul over 
how long it had been since he'd called Rod, even if Paul still hadn't over a month later. The only thing keeping 
him from feeling entirely bad about it was how busy John always was with the various local bands and small 
projects he worked with. They'd even mailed each other their tentative schedules for half the year to predict 
when keeping in touch beyond the occasional letter would be possible. Most of the chances Reb had, he knew 
was a time John would either be busy, or in his precious time he had to spare with his recently-formed 
family -or to get some sleep for once in his life. As busy as his own life had been at times, Reb doubted he 


could ever keep up with what John managed. 


Tonight, it looked like it was possible. It all came down to any adjustments on John's end, and as the phone 


approached the four-ring limit he'd become used to, Reb began wondering if there had indeed been some. 
But then, the line clicked to life. 
"Hello?" 


"Hey, John-" 


"-Aw, gee! | should have known that was you before | even picked the phone up, as hard as we've been trying 


to do this." 


Exclamation and subsequent laughter made John’s southern accent come out full-force, distinctive enough that 


it was a comforting familiar to Reb, even without having known him as long. 
"Reb, hey." 


"Hey, you. Yeah, but it only took me a month to get on it after | figured out when to call -you would think | 
was really stupid and forgot how to work a phone." Reb feigned a funny voice, hesitating as if examining his 


phone. "Hey, what does THIS button do? Let me push it and find out! And maybe this one, too!" 


John cracked up. "Now, that wouldn't be impossible to understand, though. We only just got caller ID and an 
answering machine here, and that stuff is cool -and a lot more helpful when you're home often enough to use 


it, but | sure didn't think to look at that just now." 


"Better than me deleting something from Rod trying to listen to it, first time | used the one | have now" Reb 
was glad he'd made the mistake and learned then -he'd kick himself if Kip ever tried to break the silence and 
the same thing happened. 


"So, how've you been?" he asked. "Or better yet, what hundred things have you been doing lately?" 


"Well, l'm at home, still playing and helping out the local gigs wherever its needed. Let me tell you, though. 
Everyone can say what they will about the interest in guitar dropping, but it sure isn’t the case here. My list 
of kids I'm giving lessons to locally is just getting longer every day, and I've got their friends and family in 
Tennessee hopping across the state line. And I'll drive over to them if they can't get to me, so I'm not getting 
too stir-crazy with being between main gigs these days. And, if I'm not going around with a project by 
summer when the schools let out, my brother's fixing to send his kids on down from Arkansas to hang with 


their cousins and spend a couple weeks in music camp at my place, so that's gonna be fun all around." 


"Sounds like you're having a good time -that's great to hear." Reb chuckled. "You're certainly not bored -I still 


wonder if you ever will be." 


"No sir, the party is still going strong here in Southaven. It might not look like much compared to your road 
experiences, but it's the same as it's ever been here, so it's all good. Can't complain about much. Hardest thing 
these days is saying ‘no' to the kids, ‘cause | don't like being the jerk, but sometimes you just gotta be that 
way." John sighed. "Anyway, what have you been up to, man? Jokes aside, | know there's something else to that 
month in between. Rod called me a couple weeks back, and he said Paul told him you guys left Alice, and that 
you had a new gig. I've been wanting to ask you, how's that going?" 


"Well, I'm with Dokken now," Reb started, waiting for any initial reaction 


‘Oh, yeah! That's who it was, because he said Paul knew someone there, so he must've been talking about Jeff. 


How are you likin’ it?" 


"It hasn't been the smoothest start. A lot of it has to do with my own problems, with how nervous | am." Reb 
winced, voice dropping with regret. "| said a few defensive things | probably didn't need to say. Probably wasn't 
too cool of me in hindsight. But yeah, Mick Brown's about as cool and as funny as everyone says he is, so it 
was never a problem with him. Jeff's the one who's really surprised me, though | guess it's not a surprise 


from what I've heard about him from Paul, and the times | met him in passing." 
"So he's a cool guy, too," realized John, sounding oddly relieved. 


"He's been.. he's probably been more kind to me so far than | could have asked any of them to be." For a 
moment, Reb teetered on the edge of choking up. Somehow, that statement plucked his heartstrings and made 
him feel not just how badly he missed Kip, but all of his bandmates from Winger. 


"So he's the one who's really been looking out for you." 


"He's the first one | got to jam with, who's been trying to help me get to know everyone while we're together. 
He's trying to accommodate my writing problems as best as he can around some stuff he's dealing with, and 


he's just been real encouraging even when I've been a downer. So yeah, he's looking out for me." 


"From what l'm hearing, he's got a good sense of empathy," John mused. "You know, if he's going through some 


stuff, he's probably aware you are, too, and he understands. That is good to hear, though. How's Don?" 


"Eh." Reb winced and sucked air through his teeth. "He's.. complicated | haven't really figured him out yet, so | 
guess it's not fair to say much about him yet. He's got personal stuff going on and hasn't even been there 


half the time, so it could take awhile." 
"Come on, Reb, you say all singers are complicated," John teased. "Even Kip." 


"They are!" Reb shook his head. "No, wait -now that's not true! | told you, Alice Cooper is an angel, straight-up. 


He just comes disguised as a demon!" 
"Hey, man -in what world does that not count as being complicated? Honestly!" 


Reb and John laughed and teased each other back and forth while Reb told him about the delays of getting 
started due to how sick they all got -making sure to mention Jeff's "Dokken plague" joke as something to laugh 
at -and how great that one day had been, before going on to explain how as the world would have it, not 


every day was that way, and finally, mentioned the recent cover song dilemma. 


Its not just that it was a killjoy for that day. The few possibilities we've thought of so far that we'd actually 
want to do either wouldn't fit the album with the way everything else sounds, or they're impossible to make 


work." 


"Well, | hear you on the first one. I'd ask if it clashes so much that it's that big of a deal, but I'm just as -if 
not more anal about stuff like that than any of us, so | guess it wouldn't be fair for me to be the one telling 
you to pick whatever clashes the least and just let it go." 


Reb found himself laughing, even with his own anxiety-driven perfectionism indirectly called out. He and John 
had both benefited from having Kip around to tell them when there indeed was room to keep trying, and when 
to stop trying to beat the life out of their parts in rehearsal, getting it just so. The same had been true in 
the studio for Reb, though he didn't manage to always keep as much of the outward appearance of calm that 


John usually could. 


"What's the reason for others being impossible? And you know, I'm not looking to tell you that y'all are wrong; 


I'm just curious to know" 


"Hey, we don't get much chance to talk these days." Reb grinned, and it crept into his voice well enough he 
knew John could hear it -and oh, how he missed being around that sixth sense of humor they had between 


each other. "| get it" 


"Yep, I've got you on the phone." An identical smile was shining through John's voice, even distorted by the 


phone speaker. "I'm gonna be nosy while | can bel” 


"Yeah, might be awhile before we get another chance. Well, some are gonna be near-impossible to get the 
permission for, so we're not interested in putting up a big fight just to be able to do it when doing a cover 
wasn't our choice in the start. It seems to me they've got enough legal papers to deal with without adding 
that. Then with some other options, we just don't have the ability to line up the instruments for -it's hard to 
have keyboard beyond a certain amount in Dokken. And not everything that originally has a keyboard can do 
without it." 


"Uh-huh." 

"And then there are ones we all like that Don might actually be interested in covering, but in that lies the 
question of if he can even sing those songs anymore. Yeah, we can change keys and adapt lines to a point, but 
none of us really believe in setting ourselves up for failure. Besides that, he's already pissed about it, so | don't 


think he's gonna want to jump through hoops or knock himself out trying to do it." 


"Usually if you can't make those adjustments sound iconic, they don't really do much good for you anyway," 


John agreed. "And you all probably don't need to be dealing with that anyway." 
"Understatement of the century, man," Reb groaned. 


"Okay, Reb, that's it. Whatcha got? Tell me, what's on your mind -'cause | can tell something's going on here." 


"That's the thing, John, and | can't really tell you. There's more than what | can imagine to what's going on 
here," he explained. "Whatever happened before | came in, and whatever they still have going on personally, | 
think it's really bad. Like | said, the phone never stops ringing, there was that weird thing between Mick and 
Jeff the first night -though that more or less seems to have gone away. | don't know what's happening with 
Don, but I've told you already the little | know, and now there's this stuff about a lawsuit. | get the strangest 
feeling, it has to do with all that stuff | told you about, that time | was with Alice, and Dokken was on the road 


with us. Last year, do you remember that?" 


"| do. And it was all over the news that George was leaving Dokken about two weeks after that. | heard in 
passing through the rumor mill, he made some physical attack on Don, but | didn't really care to chase tabloids 


to get the details." 


"Well, everyone heard about that to some extent, and at first | didn't want to think it was true either, but not 
only do | believe it more, | have a bad feeling something worse than that happened. I've always heard mixed 
things about George -he seemed friendlier some nights of that tour than others, and | never saw much of 
Don, but it's hard to really tell now. Like I've been saying, l'm not quite sure what to make of him so far. | can 
tell he's a much better person than a lot of the press makes him out to be when it comes down to stuff 
between him and George, but at least right now -and | don't know how much what he's going through has to 
do with it -he's not easy to work with, by any means. | can't really tell where we stand with each other. 
Honestly, its almost as if I'm kind of scared of him, but at the same time, I'm not. | mean, I've figured out 


that the worst thing he's gonna do in his worst moments is rant and run away." 
John was quiet for awhile. 


"Well, it's hard to say," he finally replied "You never know, as far as that kind of stuff goes. Especially when 
the press and the fans favor someone in a band over another. Sometimes thats just how it is, and it can go 
both ways -take Survivor for instance. Not exactly the same deal, but close enough to speak from experience. 
| was with them before | was with y'all, and that was an ugly time for them, with being split up and two 
different lineups and all. And you know from all my stories, Jimi Jamison is just a wonderful person to be 


around -probably one of the nicest souls out there. And then you've got Frankie Sullivan” 
John paused for emphasis, prompting Reb to make a quiet, affirmative hum that he was understanding so far. 


"Now, you can hear a million stories about him being a control freak -that he can be a real jerk and whatever 
else they'll call him. I've had the opportunity to work with both of ‘em. Both apart, and together -maybe less 
with Frankie, but enough to get to know him, of course -and it's not all true. Would | say Frankie's as 
outwardly friendly as Jimi, now? Probably not -but | could still say he's a wonderful human being at heart 
when you do get to know him well enough. You know, maybe he's particular about certain things being just so, 
and maybe because of that, there were certain times he was just as cool to hang out with -other times, not 
so much, and | obviously preferred being around him in the first of those categories. But sometimes there's 
good reason in that when it comes to music -and how many other guys are you gonna put down for the same 
thing? Especially as a leader in his own band, as a musician and a perfectionist, that's his prerogative to have 


his no-nonsense moments." 


"Yeah, and if that's all it is with Don, that's his right, too." Reb felt a brief spark of hope as a memory hit 
him. "| remember he seemed cool enough in passing when we were with Alice -aside from those last two 


weeks, really. I'm just hoping that's a sign that once this lawsuit thing they're finishing up is over, that'll help.’ 


"And that could really be it," John repeated. "He could be easier to be around after that. Or, it could be after 
you get past a certain stage of the writing process, or maybe you'll find you do best with him once you're 


done in the studio and on the road. It all depends on where that falls for him." 


"Yeah. | really don't want to seem like I'm afraid of him, either. If it would do it, | don't want him to feel bad if 
it is because of this stuff that's already hard enough." 


"Well, I'm sure you'll figure it out with him, eventually. Hang in there until you do, ‘cause it sounds like 


everything else is going pretty well so far." 


"It is." Reb heaved a sigh. "I just wish -God, John With all the problems they're dealing with, | just wish | could 
help them. Even if | knew enough, though, | don't know how | could really fix anything.” 


"Helping them out doesn't mean you gotta solve their problems, Reb," said John sternly. "Like you said, you 
don't know enough, anyway. It's not like you can, as it is. And even if they tell you a couple of things, and if we 
had chased every part of whatever the press put out on their situation, would that be enough? Y'know, you 
can't just get home from a six-month tour one day, walk up on your neighbor's porch, and then think you 
know everything that's been happening in town while you were away after hearing fifteen minutes of gossip 


and bickering." 
"Well, no, you can't," Reb agreed. 


"You can't, even if its interesting enough that you can't help but want to repeat it. But you don't know what 
parts you're missing, and you can't explain it beyond that. And if you can't explain it, what might seem like the 
answer might just do more damage depending on what you don't know. If they're trying to deal with things 
away from you, that's probably the biggest sign they don't unfairly expect you to fix everything.’ 


"That's true. | didn't think of it that way." Don had seemed grumpy with his storming out, but maybe, despite 
being the worst thing he did, it was the best thing he could have done to protect them all from his own 


problems. Reb didn't know enough to know otherwise. 


He did know what was going on with the lawsuit was beyond him, but that seemed to have taken the air out of 


everyone, and it was unavoidable, as careful as even Mick and Jeff had been though. 


"| guess -because | don't want to have to fix a mess | had no part in making -the way I'm trying to put it is 
how should | support them through this. | still want to do that -especially Jeff, after how he's been for me 
already. | just don't know how." 


"You may find out more as you keep going, or you may not. Take it from someone who's seen a few different 
outcomes with these things. Some of that might depend on how long it takes for them to finish dealing with 
whatever it is. If they need you to know about it for whatever reason, they'll tell you when that time comes - 
I'm sure they're not gonna let it cause you too many problems or angst without giving you some level of 
explanation -at least you'd hope, even if it wasn't too detailed. And it shouldn't have to be, if that's all someone 
feels comfortable with" John sighed again. "| dunno, man. There's a lot you find out when you watch things long 
enough. Play it by ear. I'm pretty sure, if there's something you can do for them, with as close as you seem 


to be with Jeff, you'll know when the time's right" 


Reb heard a timer go off in the background of John's end of the line. 


"Look, man, that's my warning bell. | got one of the neighbor's kids coming over in five for a lesson. Last one of 


the night -he's got reasons he's gotta getem late evening -so l'm gonna have to get going here." 

"Uh-oh." 

"Yeah, uh-oh," John repeated. "Just, keep seeing how it goes. Those guys have just lost the only guitarist 
they've ever had so far, but you have the advantage of being just as strong -if not stronger a player. 
Between any of us, we'd all say the latter anyway. But I'm pretty sure, just being there in their hour of need is 
a lot for them. Ask yourself, ‘where would they be' if you weren't there, and they hadn't found someone else 


in whoever you were competing with. Y'know, where would they be?" 


Waiting for John Norum if it was possible, though probably up shits creek without a paddle, if it was up fo Jeff, 
Reb thought, before a more sober thought came to mind. 


"You really were there for us in our darkest hour, John" And it really did mean everything, even if you couldnt 
stop the inevitable. "| can't tell you how much-" 


"Nuh-uh, Reb, I've already told you, you don't have to tell me that. I'd do the same thing a hundred times 


over, and the moment y'all call me and want to get it back together someday, I'm with you." 
"Thanks, John It's great talking to you." 


"Hey, man, always. Once everything settles out and your studio times are more consistent, send me times 


you're free so we can try this again" 
‘Oh, of course!" Reb really did hope he'd have better news to give next time. 
‘Okay, man, buh-bye!" 


For a few moments after the line disconnected, Reb simply replayed bits of the conversation through his head 


without direction or thought, reveling in the lingering feeling of comfort in a distinctive familiar, until that 


feeling faded. Then, still replaying parts, he focused in on the tail end of what John said, and attempted to 
reconcile it with Mick and Jeffs warning. 


Reb did trust John that if things got serious, he would ‘know' in that inexplicable way. Maybe he wouldn't know 
exactly what to do, but he would know if and when it was time to step in 


Little did Reb know just how soon that would be. 


Out of Ammunition to Regain My Mental State 


Author's Notes: 

I've looked forward to getting this chapter out. While its easy to focus on Reb as he's finding his place, Jeff 
has his own, recent trauma, and it's also important to the story. Turn of events has him facing it head-on - 
and he's having a hard time. Reb's had a chance to gain footing, so its now his turn to do the supporting - 
thus, this story has reached the two-way support described in the main summary that will continue from 
here on Ironically, my major hiatus actually helped this chapter. | had some experiences that really helped to 
understand and write what | wanted to express (Though | could have done without the nightmare that inspired 
Jeffs!) When Mick talks with Jeff before that nightmare, he's alluding to compassion fatigue Don has given 
himself by not taking the same advice in the past -some of which will also be more apparent going forward. 


The song Reb and Jeff work on here together will become "In Your Honor." 


As expected, as the newly-forming lineup of Dokken continued through the week and into the next week, the 


legal phone-calls became more and more frequent, and it became harder to stay focused on any one thing. 


Only two days after giving him warning, Don, Mick, and Jeff had to give Reb the choice to go home, less than 
two hours after his arrival. Despite careful planning, both Jeff and Mick got unexpectedly hooked into a phone 
call at once, and it was clear they would be tied up for a couple of hours. It wasn't fair that Reb had to be at 
the studio when they couldn't work with him, but Jeff was equally as upset over sending him home so early 
on. He hadn't been there much longer than the time it had taken him to drive in, and that wasn't fair either. 


Even Reb heard Don get heated, arguing with whoever they were on the phone with that it wasn't right to ask 
for Mick and Jeff when they'd carefully scheduled who would need to be a part of each phone call, and it was 
a blatant breach of planning. But Don was helpless to make the outcome any different. 


"You can stay here and do whatever you want with the equipment, or you can go home. Your choice; | don't 
care what you do, and we're not gonna think any less of you for either one," he finally told Reb. "This was NOT 
supposed to happen" 


They did at least know from the rest of that afternoon to call and have Reb come in late the next day. That 


was Friday -exactly one week from the final court-date. 


If anything bad had happened during the phone call, by the time Reb came in, there wasn't much sign of it. 
Jeff was a bit quieter than usual, but seemed his normal self when he was working with him. Mick seemed a 


bit more off, sitting off to the side with Don half the time Reb was in for the day. 


Trying to make up for time, they only took Sunday for everyone to stay entirely out of the studio, but by 
Monday, it was clear that time off wasn't enough when the phone calls and paperwork outside of the music 


only continued at home. Everything Reb had noticed on Friday carrying into Saturday had increased tenfold. 


Mick had now almost fully regained the dull look in his eyes he'd had when Reb first joined. He didn't look 


stricken with every glance shared with Jeff, but his usual sense of fun and energy just wasn't with him. 


Likewise, Jeff's enthusiasm was strangely absent -and not just while they weren't actively playing. It seemed, in 
lieu of it, he repeated himself several times to ensure Reb understood how much he liked something they 
tried. By that point, Reb didn't need that from Jeff, though he did appreciate it, and at the end of the day, 
hoped Jeff would come back feeling better the next, as much as he had the feeling that wouldn't happen 


And sure enough, Tuesday wasn't any better. 
The first time Jeff nodded off in the chair, it was sad for everyone. 


He'd been working, passing back and forth lyrics with Reb, and after Reb had thought long and hard and 
written down a possible contribution, he looked up, and Jeff was asleep, sitting up, neck bent down so that his 
chin practically touched his chest, swaying slightly. Semi-conscious, Jeff had snapped his head way back, only 
to fall forward again, and that time, he didn't come up. How he hadn't gotten whiplash was beyond Reb, but 
that thought didn't matter. Jeff collapsing before him wasn't only a pitiful sight. It was outright sad. 


He didn't know what to do -whether it would be wise to just leave Jeff as he was, wake him up, or do 
something else, so he asked Mick for help. 


Seeing Mick follow Reb back from the office prompted Don to investigate, too. 


"Oh," the singer murmured, gazing sadly at the scene before trudging away to the office just as fast, knowing 
there was ultimately no way to help Jeff when he couldn't take out the root of the problem. The phone was 
going to ring in the next hour, and once again, Jeff would have to deal with it, no matter how much they 


wanted to protect him from it, or how much they could have tried. 


Not wanting to leave Reb hanging without an answer, despite not having any better of a solution, Mick resorted 
to his own fallback method: ignoring the root of the problem and doing whatever he could to boost morale for 


the present moment. 
"You can always wake him up when this happens -we don't want him to fall over," said Mick, going to shake 
Jeff awake. "After all, he won't bite! Now, Don might, at least on certain days, but Jeff won't. And as for me, 


you'd be more concerned about if you could even manage to wake me up without help than my reaction" 


Reb had managed a grin at Mick's feeble attempt to tease some humor into the situation, and even ventured 


to joke back. 


| guess you need a crane to wake you up, too? That's what Rod used to say about me." 


Jeff had smiled tiredly as he shook off disorientation, as if coming back to happy conversation was such a 
rare, beautiful event, it could break through his pain. 


Which was truth, to a point. Momentary relief helped, even if it wouldn't keep him above the surface long. 
"Are you alright, Jeff?" Reb was hesitant to go right back into their work, if Jeff wasn't feeling up to it. 
But Jeff showed no more intent of stopping than he'd had of nodding off minutes ago. 


"I will be. | just need this week to be over," Jeff spoke quietly, barely suppressing a whimper as his head 
throbbed and his vision flashed dark from the bottom up when he first stood up. He struggled to put his 
words together while righting himself. "It's not that bad. | mean, | can -l'm not feeling very well, but its not - 
I'm not." 


He trailed off, squeezed his eyes together, shook his head, and threw his hands out in front of him. 


"If | can get past the end of this week, I'll no longer have the worst of what we're dealing with over my head. 
That's it" 


Reb didn't have the heart to ask what might happen if Jeff couldnt get past the end of the week. 


Initially, there was hope on Wednesday that he might make it -or at least that the very question in Reb's mind 
wouldn't be too much of a concern. At least at first glance from an outside view, though the opposite became 


more apparent throughout the day. 


Jeff's exhaustion was catching up to him. The physical act of climbing out of bed was beginning to hurt every 
inch of his body. However, as his nightmares grew more vivid and frequent, he was often getting out of bed 
not long into the night, and after enough repeats of the cycle, he never got back in even if there was stil 
quite some time before he actually had to be up. 


He'd begun to feel numb by the end of Tuesday, and started Wednesday off in that state. Hitting the stupid 
phase of exhaustion was momentary relief even in his mind, suddenly having a fit of giggles because 
accidentally bumping the window blinds with the headstock of his bass and getting a peg stuck in the slats was 


a clumsy move he couldn't deal with in any other way. 

Reb laughed with him, helping him get untangled, but his hope was fading into an intense feeling of doom as 
Jeff went numb and quiet again toward the end of their session, bumping into door frames and nearly tripping 
down the exterior stairs when it was time to leave. 


Thursday was the worst. 


When Jeff arrived to the studio, he looked like hell. The dark circles had become so heavy, he might as well 
have taken punches to both eyes. 


It wouldn't have been far fetched if the nightmares he'd been having at four times the recent frequency were 
true events. They'd felt real enough that he hadn't slept at all after the one that already got to him in the 
mere hour and a half of shuteye he got, and he had to wonder if he'd feel any worse if he really was living 
those events. So he'd spent the rest of the early morning, trying to wake up and snap out of it with a cold 
shower. Drinking enough coffee to stay awake, he might as well have drunk right from the carafe. 


He also arrived over an hour past the time they'd agreed to meet up, because the half-hour buffer he built 
in to his travel time was well exceeded by the two, separate crashes on the highway, and he knew being the 
one who was almost always early and never late that it was going to kick up a fuss he didn't have the heart 


to take in his condition. 


At least he didn't see Reb's car when he pulled in after his two hour journey. He must have gotten stuck too. 
That sucked Reb was anxious enough -Jeff didn't know if he was going to be able to collect himself by the 


time he arrived to assure him he wasn't going to be in trouble for it. 
Then again, at least Reb might feel less singled out seeing him just as thrown off by it. 


"Jeffl" Mick and Don were waiting in the lounge at the table, watching the door when he came up the steps, 


suffering from cramped, half-asleep legs, and nearly every consequence of caffeine overload. 


Thats what you get, trying to use unhealthy amounts to replace sleep entirely, he'd told himself. At what point 
was the line where it was no better than the cocaine that had once taken over his life? Had he crossed it 


Today? 


"Is everything alright?" Mick looked perplexed when Jeff tried to set his belongings down, and half of them 
ended up tumbling out of his arms, because his jittery, uncoordinated hands let go a millisecond too soon, 


thinking he was closer to the floor than he was. 


"Oh, jeez-! -Yeah, it's fine. | just got stuck in every rubberneck on the highway; nothing to see here. I'm going 
to run to the bathroom; give me a minute, and then we can get back into our fun and games like it's any other 
day." 

He set the rest of his items down with a bit more grace and took off down the hall, hoping that by the time 


he got back, everyone would be past asking questions. 


No such luck. Don was heading out of the small office with the dreaded phone all their legal stuff was being 


handled over, just as he came back out in the hall, leaving them facing each other. 


"Jeff, come here. Let me see you." Don beckoned to him, but walked to meet him halfway despite his stern 
command, and the extended index finger quickly turned into a moderately warm hand against his cold, clammy 


forehead. 


"Let me see your eyes a minute...” 


Jeff was shaky and weak with exhaustion on top of jitters, and shivering feverishly. Not from an actual fever, 
but rather the opposite, as his body barely had the energy to regulate his temperature, and longed for a 
warm bed even more for it. For however serious his hyper-stimulated state was, the struggle to focus his 
tired eyes darting every which way rather than staring off into space pegged the real problem to the lack of 


sleep. 
"Nightmares again?" Don didn't even sound surprised as he asked. 
Jeff nodded, then flinched at the sound of the exterior door in the lounge and studio end opening and closing. 


So Reb must have finally arrived. He heard Mick's call: "No, hey-hey-hey-hey-hey! It's cooll It's fine. You're 


good. We're not ready either; unpack and settle in, man." 


At that, Don pulled Jeff into another door across the hall and pushed the door closed, giving Reb freedom to 
get to the restroom in case he also needed it after his own adventure through traffic, while keeping their own 


conversation in some amount of privacy. 
So much for continuing like any other day. 


"You need to go back home and get some sleep, Jeff." Don sighed and shook his head, glancing around the larger 
office they stood in -the one with the old, beat-up couch Jeff had sat on with Mick a few weeks back in no 


better of a mental state than he stood in now. 


Jeff shook his head, and flinched again as Mick entered the room, spilling evidence of how jittery and 
disoriented he truly was against his will. The only silver lining was knowing how jittery he was from trying to 


compensate for lack of sleep with caffeine. 
It was proof that he was well over his old cocaine problem. Coffee alone, even in that excess wouldn't have 
that power over him if he still had a certain tolerance to the far more potent stimulant -and he wasn't finding 


any enjoyment in a fraction of the hyper-stimulation he'd once spent most of his time under, for a few years. 


The latter thought, however, made him feel sick. The shivering made it easier to feel nausea creeping on the 


longer he concentrated on it. 


"Actually, you need to stay here and sleep on the couch, because if you go back to where you were too soon, 


you're just gonna anticipate it and have trouble." Don pointed to the couch. 
"No, | will sleep, either place, and I'm still going to wake up out of a nightmare." 


It had been enough nights in the pattern he'd become too familiar with, Jeff knew he was sleep deprived 


enough that he'd pass out the moment he lay down. Yet, there was no escaping a nightmare when not even 


sixty minutes was all it took for havoc to play out in his subconscious. 


"You still need to go get some sleep either way," said Don. "You might as well here, so we can be with you if 


you need us, and so you're not having to go right back in that shit ton of traffic-" 

"No, because if | do, I'm just gonna leave you all to do the work and let you guys down-" 

Don and Mick both raised their eyebrows and began walking toward Jeff. 

"No!" 

"-while | do nothing but lay on a couch and act pitiful-" 

"No, Jeff-" 

"-when l'm supposed to be h-helping you guys-" 

"No." Don hooked Jeff underneath his arm and began rubbing his shoulder as he had countless times in the last 
year. It had become a natural motion by muscle memory, even when he was floating through the day and 
functioning on autopilot himself. "No... No" 

| can't just d-do that." Now Jeff's voice was cracking against his will, the slightest pressure was starting 
behind his eyes, and he was one wrong move or thought from bursting into tears. The position Don had him in 
had the potential to make it easy enough to give in and let himself break down. Crap. 


"No! 


"No, Jeff. Listen to ‘Mama Dor," warned Mick, still maintaining his typical joking side, even as his voice went as 
serious as the night of their breakthrough. 


Don sighed and rolled his eyes, fixing Mick with a look while still holding Jeff against his side. 
Really? 


"This is about you getting better and being able to get through this," Mick continued. "And getting all this 
behind us without you getting sick" 


‘Or really, without you getting sick as a dog -again You're not gonna be able to play like this, Jeff," said Don 
finally. "At least not on the level you're always pushing yourself to, and that's not gonna help anything. Trying 
to play is only going to upset you more when you're in no condition. At least for a couple of hours -just lie 


down" 


"| don't want to have another nightmare." And by that point, Jeff had lost half the battle, sinking down to sit 
on the sagging couch because his knees were too shaky with exhaustion to hold him up any longer, and he 
wasn't sure how long he had before just sitting up would be too hard for his back to withstand, too. 


"| can't keep doing this. | know | need sleep, and | want to, but | can't do it when it does this to me." 


He went from pressing the heels of his hands over his eyes to clasping them together, all but pleading for 
something he knew nobody had control over. 


Don heaved a deep, wheezy sigh. 


"I feel you." He seemed resigned with even trying to reassure Jeff at that point, knowing it was pretty much 
pointless despite trying. 


‘I've been there, and | feel you. | don't know what to say that'll make it better -there probably isn't anything, 


because it doesn't fix it." 
Jeff nodded, leaning further over in resignation of his own. 


"| feel you. Life is hard It is fucking hard sometimes, even when it shouldn't be. And I've said it, and | can keep 
saying it -not that it's gonna help anything -this shouldn't be happening, and you shouldn't be having to go 
through this, Jeff. But | can tell you what else. Trying to push through like this isn't making it any easier, if 
that's the one thing we can even try to fix here. So how about you lie down for a bit -we'll get to this 
weekend as it comes, get this over with, and be free of it. Okay?" 


Jeff lay down, finally unable to resist that, too. Mick covered him with a blanket from the cabinet where they 


kept emergency, overnight gear, and Don set a glass of water down on the end table beside the couch for him. 


If you shout out, we'll come get you. One of us will, anyway," said Don, before turning to leave. "That's the 
best we can do, and we'll start with that and try and keep going through this, one part at a time." 


"We'll take turns using the sound pod today," Mick decided, lingering behind him. "That way, one of us can stay 
outside -we'll still be able to hear each other playing, but we'll be able to hear you, too, if you need something, 
without sitting here and doing vulture impressions over you. We've gotten far enough ahead -it's not gonna be 
the end of the world. You know, this is another great day to show Don everything we've demoed while he 
hasn't been here or has been stuck with phone stuff. We're not gonna get behind for this, so don't worry 
about it" 


"What about Reb?" insisted Jeff, trying to sit up again. "Who's going to be there for Reb? I'm supposed to be 
there for him." 


"No, no. We've had this talk before, Jeff" Mick knelt down beside Jeff on the couch. "Right now, it's you. Thats 


who you're gonna worry about. You. We gotta take care of you. You may relate more to Reb more than any of 


us, and that may be more powerful, but that doesn't mean you don't have your own needs when you've been 
through it, too. You're too tired and upset to help him the way he needs right now anyway -and there's 
nothing wrong with that. It's happened to all of us. M watch out for Reb if he starts getting too uncomfortable. 
If he even needs it, because you've already done a lot of the stuff we can't for him. Today, it's our turn to 


look out for him. And you." 
"He's not in trouble over traffic, is he?" 


"He is not in trouble," Mick promised. "He's not in trouble over anything. Nobody is in trouble. The only person in 
trouble is someone we won't have to hear from ever again after Saturday, unless we choose to. Which if we 


ever do won't be anytime soon." 


Jeff was tired enough that in just being down on his back and slightly cradled by the armrests on either end 
of the couch, his head spun ard his vision faded in and out in between dark splotches. Between that and the 
roaring of blood rushing through his head, he lost track of when exactly Mick left the room. His whole body 
still felt like it was buzzing as he lay there, and it felt and sounded like someone was running a deafeningly loud 
vacuum cleaner against the underside of the couch. 


Looking up at the ceiling, the fluorescent lights were still on and shining down brightly, and turning to lay 
sideways meant facing the windows, where the late morning sun was blasting in, full-force. Usually, that would 
have made it harder to sleep, but today, the light hurt against his tired eyes and made them want to close. 
Trying to fight the doubling vision as he stared up made his headache worse, so he finally gave up the fight, 
hoping that maybe having someone to wake him up if he needed it would make him not need it. 


If he was lucky enough to get a couple of hours of sleep, at least it was that much less time left until the 
court date. 


Sometime later, Jeff opened his eyes sluggishly to the office around him. 


The sun pouring in the window earlier had turned into dark, evil clouds that left it almost pitch dark inside. Only 
a pitifully weak, orange glow from the desk lamp on the opposite end of the room left the outlines of its 


contents visible. 


His head still throbbed faintly, but the pain seemed to have numbed enough, and a blissful, calm quiet had 
replaced the roar he'd fallen asleep to. He couldn't see while laying on his back, but he was aware of somebody 
sitting beside him on the floor, reaching up to slip a warm arm under his neck. For a minute, Jeff couldn't care 
to even look. He felt so good that he stayed there, letting himself stare across the room at the window and 


the dim glow in front of it. 


Just having the chance to zone out and not worry about anything as he woke up was another comfort, until 


he realized that the sky outside the window was too dark for it to be daytime, even with the clouds. 


What time was it? 


Jeff turned to his side to see the clock, but it was knocked crooked on the wall, and too fuzzy to read. 


That was starting to get suspicious It was too quiet for the studio. Maybe he'd been left for the night? But 
other artists had use of the same studio space overnight until they were scheduled to begin of ficial 
recordings, so there still would have been sound. 


Tilting his head further down, he was reminded that somebody was with him. Beside him on the floor, just past 


his head and out of his line of sight around the armrest. 


Slowly, he propped himself on his elbow and looked up over his shoulder, and sure enough, there sat a figure, 
eyes shadowed over and difficult to see. 


However, Jeff had enough other features he could make out to go by. Auburn hair so dark it was nearly black. 
Heavily muscular arms. Angular jaw. Dark tan complexion, covered by the skimpiest shirt that could still be 


street-appropriate. 

Oh? 

Oh 

Oh, shit. Great 

Logically, Jeff knew George shouldn't have been there. But he was there, and increasingly imposing as he 
seemed to recognize the moment Jeff realized, and moved more toward the floor along the middle of the 
couch, partially blocking his way of getting up. 

Jeff was either going to have to sit up and propel himself far enough forward to slide out down on the end by 
his feet, or pull his knees to his chest and roll off in front of George. He debated which was was more likely to 
go wrong as he continued to lie stiff as a board. 

Even harder to tell was which way would be possible. He felt semi-paralyzed, not only by fear, but also by the 
subconscious past of wanting to stay with George. This George still had his 80s look in the face and hairstyle 
-only his enlarged muscles hinted at what he would become in the 40s. 

80s George would have smiled softly, reached up at any minute, and stroked his hair back from his damp 
forehead in his moments of fear like what he felt now. He would magically make it release its grip on him. 
Paranoia couldn't get to Jeff when BOs George was there. 


When this George reached up, his hand was claw-shaped, and dusted in the white powder of cocaine. 


It was stupid. 


It should have been funny from how stupid it was -George having claws in close resemblance to the Freddy 
Krueger blade claw they'd snorted off back in the day, getting too screwed-up to function. Particularly in the 
coincidental setting of a dream. But now sober, Jeff didn't find it funny at all when he knew George's behavior 
was drug-related to some point. And in hindsight of what he remembered of how they'd acted during that 
video shoot, and how many takes they'd had to do because they were too high to get it together, it was just 
so stupid 


He was almost more angry with himself than with George. 


"| don't want it," he said sternly, feeling like his voice was quieter than it ought to have been as George tried 
to lift the claws toward him. George's own face was shadowed over, enough that Jeff couldn't see his 


expression beyond an exposed-tooth smile that was something more menacing than the soft curl of his lips. 


It was that same moment that Jeff attempted to sit up and realized the sensation of paralysis went beyond 
fear and the exhaustion that still made him hesitant to move. He actually couldn't He could barely manage a 


useless twitch in his wrist if he attempted to move only an arm with all his concentration 
"Stop. Put it down, George. | dont want it" 
Despite putting more effort into it, his voice sounded even weaker. 


The claws stopped in their slow, gradual hover toward Jeffs face, less than a foot from his nose. Jeff had 


only started to exhale in faint relief when he tensed harder, seeing the blades now hovering over his stomach. 
"George? Over there." 


Jeff signaled as firmly as one could with a simple, sidelong glance and finger twitch to the coffee table standing 


to George's other side, on which he wanted those claws put down. 


George turned away toward the table for one instant, and when Jeff tried to sit up again, straining with a 
boost of emergency adrenaline, the other hand that first been behind his shoulders now clamped down on him 
just below his throat, pinning him down to the point of being entirely paralyzed and helpless as the claw came 
back over him, approaching far quicker than before, and poised to stab right into his guts. 


He moved his mouth, but became aware of how even his lips now barely moved, and lacked coordination 
Despite screaming with all the power of his lungs, he was managing only incoherent, squeaky wheezing. The 
harder he tried to enunciate, the more syllables came out with no sound at all as white-hot pain scraped 
across his stomach. The sensation of warm, thick, sticky blood trickling over his skin followed, strangely 


disappearing mere seconds after he felt it. 
No! | dont want it! OFF -OFF! George, | don't WANT it! 


"Jeff? Jeff! Shh! Shhhhhh! Shhhhhh!" 


And suddenly, the weight pinning Jeff down was gone, his coordination was back, and he all but flew up to a 
sitting position, immediately into a pair of arms that held him just enough to be present and keep him from 
falling off the couch without constricting him, as if the slightest restraint would shatter him. 


At that, it easily might have startled him into panic flailing after the scene he'd just woken up out of. 
"Don," he croaked, voice still weak as he strained to catch his breath, going limp against the real, warm body 


now holding him, who he realized in fact wasn't Don as he made it further back into reality. These arms were 


a bit more muscular, but not swollen from steroids either. 


"Whoa, man." Mick sounded winded, too, almost like he did talking through a laugh when he was excited. Except 
no one would have mistaken the lifeless undertone of his voice as any form of laughter. 


"Whoa You want me to go get him?" 


Jeff winced and shook his head, pushing the backs of his hands against his face and blinking rapidly to regain 
his vision after being blinded by the bright room around him. 


If he's dealing with everything making this crap worse right now, just let him get it over with 


"He's not gonna be upset if you'd rather have him take care of you right now." Mick's eyes widened as he 
finished his sentence. "Jeff, we gotta take a look at your hand there-" 


Apparently, flailing in reality while desperately trying to move in his nightmare, Jeff had slammed his hand 
against the coffee table in front of the couch and split his knuckles before Mick stepped in. Probably while 
trying to tell George to put the claws down The damage was minor compared to the rivers of blood spurting 
from him in the final moments of his dream, but bad enough to produce enough blood to smear across his 


face when he'd put his hands over his eyes. 
"Oh, FUCK!" 


Unable to contain his frustration on seeing the split, bloody skin, Jeff wrenched himself free and slammed his 


other fist into the back of the couch. 


"Whoa-whoa-whoa, hey, man! Don't worry.” Mick sighed, motioning for Jeff to stay put while he darted across 
the hall for the bathroom to retrieve paper towels and some damp wash cloths. 


"No big deal. We'll get it cleaned up. Let's get your hand cleaned up, and we can deal with the rest once that's 


done." 


Taking anger out on the couch seemed to have taken the adrenaline out of Jeff, too. His arms began shaking 


even worse than before his attempted power nap, and he let the injured one fall back to his side. 


"Keep your hand up -don't put it down until | get a look at it. We gotta stop it from bleeding first if it still is. 
Silently recognizing it was a physical challenge, Mick elevated Jeff's hand in his own, and held a paper towel 
against Jeff's knuckles to soak up the blood and clot off the remaining flow. He handed Jeff a damp wash cloth 
in his free hand to wipe the blood off his face himself while they waited. 


Being able to take care of that much distracted Jeff from the lingering nightmare scenes long enough to calm 
down and get a coherent survey of his surroundings. Not only were the overhead lights still on, but the sun 
was still bright outside the window. The clock, which he had no trouble reading now, told him he'd gotten a 
mere forty-five minutes of sleep. Once again, not even an hour. Just the faintest, evil voice in his head that 


wanted to tell Mick and Don ‘I told you so' made him want to cry. 


For a moment, he was relieved to see no signs of blood on Mick where his hand was. At least he hadn't made a 


mess on Mick. 


Hoping he'd managed to somehow miss the couch, too, he glanced down to his side to inspect the damage, only 


to grumble at the bloody, red blotches he'd yet to see the extent of, but feared would be there. 
"Damn it." 


"Don't worry about that. I'll get it. | know a few tricks for getting blood out of upholstery. Though that's 
probably something | shouldn't be proud of, but oh well." 


Jeff knew Mick was trying to distract him. For the same reasons rooted in their 80s heyday, he knew the 
same tricks Mick did, and wasn't any more proud for knowing. Neither of them were too worried about that 


old, worn-out couch coming clean, regardless. 


What Jeff was more concerned about was the end table by the end of the couch his feet had rested on. The 
lampshade was slightly askew, and a small, potted plant lay on its side, with some dirt spilled across the 

surface. Moreover, Jeff didn't see the glass of water Don had left there for him anymore, and while he didn't 
see the evidence of a spill from the front of the couch, he also didn't see that it had been moved elsewhere. 


"What's the problem?" Mick noticed Jeff's gaze zeroing in on that end table, gaining tension by the second. 
"That's nothing there. Look." 


Unaware of what Jeff knew had been there, Mick pushed the lampshade back in alignment, stood the plant back 
up, used one hand to sweep the dirt into his other, and brushed it back off into the pot beneath the leaves. 
The plant was sturdy, and showed no signs of damage, and Mick motioned to it as if to emphasize that. 


Getting the feeling that Mick would try to stop him from standing, and still too disoriented to fully explain what 
he meant, Jeff knelt on the couch and worked his way over to the end on his knees to peer over the armrest 


into the corner behind the table. 


Sure enough, the remaining water was splattered on the tile between shards and larger chunks of glass. There 
was also more dirt from the plant scattered among it. Those things, he expected as much, so while he wasn't 
pleased to see it, it didn't surprise him. 


What he wasn’t expecting to see upset him far more. And after the latest dream to torment him, it felt like a 
sick joke. 


Looking where he might have never looked if it weren't for the glass, Jeff discovered that one of the asbestos 
ceiling tiles had fallen. Sure enough, with a quick glance up, he saw that it had left a bare spot on the dark, 
hard ceiling above them, with four patches in each corner of the leftover plaster adhesions that had given 
way. The fallen tile lay on the floor, cracked all the way through, with crumbling corners, and white powder of 


various chemicals scattered around it. 


That was the difference between sweeping the glass and dirt up and calling it fine versus cleaning every piece 
of dirt and grit from the floor in that corner. Seeing the dusty, white crumbles around the tile, Jeff saw the 
same white powder in his night terrors, rather than harmless plaster dust, or loose asbestos that would only 
be plenty menacing in itself if something got it kicked it back up in the air. Instantaneously, it was as if he'd 


never tried to calm down in the moments after his dream at all. 
"Oh, even better!" 


Those scathing words prompted Mick to take a look for himself, and then balk in realization of what had 
triggered Jeff's anger even more. 


"Jeff -ooooh.." He winced and sucked in air through his teeth. "Ehhh, | can clean that part up and deal with 
that. If you just want to do the table and couch-" 


"No, my mess is over top of it; I'll get it” Jeff pointed to the shattered glass shards mixed in the tile powder. 
"| made the mess, | should be the one to clean it." 


"Yeah, but you can have help, and you don't have to do that part -it makes you uncomfortable-" 

"No, Mick. You'd have to deal with the glass to get it: 

Mick shrugged carelessly. "And so what?!" 

Jeff's face crumpled. A frantic feeling came over him: the combined urge to try and rid both himself and his 
surroundings of all traces of his nightmare as if to throw it away from existence, and the sensation of being 


held back from making that happen. 


He snapped before he could stop it, and if he'd had any doubt before that he was in no place to help Reb, he 
did understand then why Mick and Don had held him back from that earlier, just the same. 


He was being no better than everything he'd identified as a problem in their talks before, and that only stacked 
on everything upsetting him. 


"| did it; I'll get it!" 


Gasping with the sudden feeling of lacking air and a weight on his chest keeping him from breathing in, Jeff 
hauled up from the floor and stormed to the janitorial closet at the end of the hall that led to the small, walk- 
up attic housed in the tiny dormer of the studio roof. In the closet, he found gloves, small trash bags, paper 
Towels, old rags, dish soap, and multi-surface spray cleaner, all of which he stuffed under his arms, took back, 
and set down on the coffee table, before retracing his steps to the closet, this time to climb up. 


By the time Jeff was slowly descending the attic stairs with the wet-dry vacuum cleaner in tow, misery had 
replaced the frustration on his face. The lower half of his vision had blurred out with unshed tears so that he 
had to feel each unfamiliar step out with his toe to keep from falling. 


A few steps from the bottom, where he could see through the closet and out into the hallway from the 
steps, he spotted Reb, who was holding a package of batteries he must have just retrieved from the closet. 


He had been turned to head back toward the recording unit, but reflexively turned to look at the sound of 
Jeff's footsteps coming down the steps, and Jeff didn't miss the reflex expression that suddenly flooded his 


features. 


It didn’t look like pity or shock. Just concern, uncertainty, and something sad lingering on him for a moment, 
before he turned away, as if deciding he'd invaded a private moment he was never meant to see, and was best 


to get away as soon as he could. 


Knowing he was seen was just enough to break Jeff out of what felt like old paranoia, telling him to pull his 
shirt up over his nose before he even got back to the office -something that certainly would have tipped Reb 
to how far from fine he was before he'd have gotten close enough to see the tears now streaming down his 


face. 


Doesn't matter what it is -plaster, loosened asbestos, or cocaine. Its not flying in the air, and Im not putting my 
face near it yet. Its not gonna jump up and get me, and nobody's in there trying to shove it in my face either. 


But Reb didn’t follow him to the office once again. He didn't show up while Jeff cleaned the bloody prints off 
the table with what was probably twice as much spray cleaner as he needed, or while he scrubbed at the 
couch with the wet rag and diluted soap, until he was two rounds past certain he'd made all the blood come 


out. 


Reb was still staying clear when he bagged up the fallen tile and larger glass chunks, by which point he was 
upset enough to be breathing in forceful hiccups and double inhales. He didn't see Jeff spray a ridiculous 
amount of spray-cleaner on the tile crumbles before attempting to wipe anything up, to make sure the dry 


dust couldn't kick up in the air. Nobody saw Jeff move the end table with the lamp and the plant pot to pass 


the vacuum five times more after it looked like it had removed all the glass shards, dirt, and broken-off 
chunks of tile too small to pick up by hand. And Reb at least wasn't where Jeff could see him in the hall when 
he made another trip to fill the bright, yellow mop bucket to wipe up whatever fine, microscopic molecules of 
whatever the white substance was that the vacuum might have missed. Nor during all the trips it took to put 
everything back, or when he finally trudged down to the bathroom to properly clean out his split knuckles and 
assess whether the damage was deep enough that it was better covered up. 


It wasn't. He'd let the wounds breathe, and clean them often enough to keep them from scabbing and splitting 
again. Maybe covering it to start would have kept the air from stinging at it after aggressively scrubbing it 
out with soap and paper towels, followed by a peroxide rinse for good measure. However, as a reminder of the 
episode, it was another thing Jeff wanted to be over with as soon as possible. He didn't care if the fastest 


path to healing was more painful. 


And after everything that had come between him and actually getting anything done so far, Jeff didn't see an 
end in sight to the train wreck the day had been 


He didn't know where to start, in terms of joining in, when he returned once his hand stopped bleeding for the 
second time. Moreover, he didn't know if he was better off trying to or not. Either way, he was done trying to 


sleep, so he found himself wandering aimlessly back toward the recording rooms. 


Staying across the large, main studio floor, on the opposite end from where everyone else was, Jeff leaned 
against the wall next to an old, blocky synthesizer, still weeping silently, save for the occasional sniff or hiccup. 
He was feeling embarrassed to still be visibly out of sorts, now almost an hour after waking up out of it, yet 
unable to bring himself to hide out on his own when so many of his nightmares, his latest included, had 
started out alone in the studio with no one in sight. 


He wanted to see that someone else was there, but he didn't want anyone seeing him and overreacting to his 
emotionally-wrecked state. He wanted to be comforted -to be hugged and assured he was safe -but he also 
didn’t, because that was what George had always done. It had come naturally when the buzz of cocaine made 
him startle at every other stimulus, and George had been there readily to hold him the moment he latched on, 


so nothing else in the world could touch him. 


It was also what had come naturally in his state of shock after the attack, when Mick and Don had tried to 


make him feel as certain as they could that George wouldn't touch him again -at least in the waking world. 
Neither of those were places he wanted to go back to, intentionally or not. 


He wanted -needed -the situation with George to be over, and even in anticipation of the final settlement 
becoming official in the next twenty-four hours, he had his doubts if that was truly ‘over’, after all the other 
false ‘overs’ he'd longed for, starting with the night George left the tour bus for a flight home to never come 
back. 


Maybe then he could actually stop ending up back in that place, instead of going right back into it whenever 


some other lawsuit related series of events came up. 


He stayed against the wall for some time, turning sideways to lean and rest his cheek on the cool surface. Still 
shaky with exhaustion, and an adrenaline crash, Jeff hugged his arms tightly around his body, gripping his 
hands around opposite arms in a desperate attempt to self-soothe while he listened to the background noise, 


also trying to tell where everyone else was in their progress, and if he felt able to slip into it. 

Some time passed before Reb emerged from the isolated, recording pod with Don. So much for avoiding making 
Reb work with him alone. They appeared to exchange a few thoughts with Mick, where he sat observing at the 
control board, looking uncharacteristically subdued, but not devastated as he had the first night. 


He got up and started to walk toward the pod as Don took his place, but Reb glanced behind himself, and 
hesitated. 


Moments later, he slowly began approaching Jeff, the same look of concern over him, tinged with fear. 


God, he's so scared, and he stil wants fo help. Jeff hated to think at the height of his frustration, he could have 
lashed out at Reb as he just had at Mick 


"Hey, Jeff?" His voice was so timid, and he clasped his hands over his stomach protectively. 
"Yes?" 


"im not -this isn't- well, | don't want to be weird asking.. Because | know you're not alright. And.. | realize 


there's probably not a lot | can do to make it better," Reb stated, unable to quite make Jeffs eyes. 
Which was fine, because Jeff couldn't make Reb's either, so he just nodded. 


Reb was wracking his brain for things he'd done with his past bandmates when things had been awful, but the 


situation was beyond their control. 


Most of them only worked once a certain amount of friendship and closeness had developed, and he doubted he 


was there with Jeff yet, as close as they were becoming. 


But, Jeff's stance that was begging for comfort nobody could give him made asking worth a shot, even as 
stupid and helpless as he felt in that moment. 


"Is there anything | can do to help you get through it, or anything | can bring you? ..Would a hug help?" 


Jeff shook his head again. 


"No, today it wouldn't, and there's not really anything -with some of what's behind all this," he admitted, 
sniffling on another renegade hiccup at the emotions stirred up by that thought. "But thank you, Reb. That 


means a lof" 


It really did. Not only that Reb was offering, but also being so thoughtful with his considerations of what would 
actually help, after everything he'd been through. 


"Its alright," Reb assured. "I didn't think it would." Just wanted to be sure. 


Jeff seemed appreciative enough that Reb decided not to frantically ramble and explain himself. That, he knew 
wouldn't help for sure. He wasn't sure what would, but he wasn't going to stand around then, unless Jeff asked 


him to stay. 
So he dismissed himself in the least awkward way he could think of. 


"lm going to be back in the pod with Mick. Right behind those plexiglass panels." Reb pointed to the tinted, 
translucent, sound-dampening dividers. "I've got our backing tracks we made ahead of time, so I'm good -it's 
been going fine working with Don this morning. If you need anything from me, or if there's something | can help 


you with, come find me, and I'll be there. And I'll let you know if | move to some other place." 
Jeff nodded, trying his best to smile, though his tearful condition turned it into more of a grimace. 


Listening to the faint sound leakage from the recording pod once Reb returned, Jeff knew they were working 
on a track they'd titled "Drown" Don had started the lyrics off, as usual, with some help from Mick, but Jeff 
had contributed heavily, and even Reb had given some input in the gaps. 


It was something they'd all been feeling, particularly over the past couple of weeks, and for Jeff, he felt it 
more than ever today. He didn't even know if that courtdate was going to be the distant shore that saved him 
-or just reaching another false sense of hope to cling to until something else came up to shove him back down 
over his head. 


Finally, Jeff moved to sit with lyrics in mind of his own to scribble down in anger, over just how he felt about 
his dreams. He wouldn't focus on them long -just enough to get some of the poisonous adrenaline out of his 
system, and maybe then he could focus on something else and leave dealing with the deeper parts of those 


nasty feelings for a better day. 


Some odd, half-hour later, after casting out his anger in pen, Jeff found himself at the electric piano. The odd, 
comfort instrument in the corner of the open lounge, if often underneath a padded, protective cloth. Seldom 
used in their official music, save for the rare touch of synthesizer on a few songs that called for the effect, 
most pianos in any studio Dokken had worked in spent most of the time under cover during their sessions. But 
it was an instrument they'd all had some minimal interaction with, either in childhood, or when Jeff occasionally 
used it during the writing process to see how a chord structure laid out, and how to choose notes for the 
bass line that meshed well without being the obvious root notes of the chord every time. 


Today, Jeff tore away the covering with different intentions. He didn't need the piano for a bass line, though 
maybe, if he were feeling more focused, he could have taken it to "Erase the Slate" and finished up what he 
needed to do to be satisfied with his own work, there. Instead, with his arms too weak to hold the bass and 


slam on the strings from underneath at the same time, he needed to sit down and bang out cathartic chords. 


It was also easy to cling onto an old, familiar and nostalgic instrument when he felt as though he'd barely 


gotten his head above the emotional tide of the morring. Getting swept away again would certainly ensure he'd 


drown in it for the rest of the day, and he hated the thought. 


While listening with loosely-placed headphones to Don's acoustic concept demo track, and softly placing chords 
to decide the pattern of the piano part, Jeff could hear Reb and Mick stepping out of the pod to discuss with 
Don how the official demo track was going. He couldn't focus but so heavily on it, but he could hear some of 


the discussion. 


He heard Don discussing the timing of some of the guitar chords on the chorus, to the effect of Reb playing 
with a bit more delay on where he hit those chords, to create more of a gap between Mick's drumbeats and 
when the guitar hit. How a lag effect suited the feeling they were going for with the lyrics. 


"You're getting there, Reb, but you're not there yet. | need you to put a little more lag into where those 
chords come in. Mick's playing just behind the beat. You're not playing along with where he's hitting anymore, 
but you're still playing on the beat. | want you to play just after it. Its weird to get used to, but that sound is 
what we want. Think, we're swimming against a tide and you're this close to getting knocked down by that beat, 
like its a tidal wave, but you push that chord through the wall at the last second before it crashes down. You 
play on the beat and you're getting smacked down by the previous one." 


Don wasn't being too gentle with the delivery, but at the same time, he was giving Reb direction and saying 
why he wanted it that way, which was fine in Jeff's mind with Don's to-the-point nature. Strangely, Don had 
been doing better through the weeks -whether his personal situation was in a stable place, if he was 
distracted from it enough by the lawsuit dealings, or if he was actually trying for either Reb's sake or his, 
Jeff was just grateful Don had been coping well. He wouldn't have been much use to hold things together if 
Don had barely been holding on himself, like any other week. 


Reb went back in the pod with Mick, attempting to correct the rhythm, and feeling grateful for having a clear 
explanation of what he needed to fix and how. Mick tried counting every beat aloud -even the ones he was 


skipping, giving Reb a guide to try the rhythm adjustment, and he was glad for that, too. 


There was just one thing missing, and while he hadn't seen or heard much, and had tried to avoid catching 


glimpses or sounds of anything that might have embarrassed Jeff, Reb was worried about him. Even knowing 


he couldn't truly help him, he still felt that there had to be something he could do. It only felt right. 


A little over halfway through that play-through, the phone rang, and Don had to step away. Once Mick and 
Reb stopped, Mick took off for the office, too. That left Reb alone, only with Jeff on the other end of the open 


floor, studio atrium, playing piano over a softly-played track recording. 


Reb recognized it as one of the loose pieces Don had brought in a couple weeks prior, along to yet another, 
simple, acoustic demo. It seemed to be the mirror of the one Don had shown Reb at the start. This one was 
also torn between A minor and G Major, but readily resolved to the major key by the chorus, and seemed to 
have a few modal changes of its own. With Jeff putting piano chords over it, Reb could catch vibes of David 
Bowie, and even Pink Floyd Of the songs in particular, both very emotional ones. Based on the incomplete lyrics 
combined with the tune, Reb wondered if it was supposed to be painful in its final form. At least to a point, he 
figured it would be. 


Jeff hadn't called for him -then again, he'd been busy up until that moment -but Reb wanted to join in playing 
the song. 


Go over to him, his inner voice finally told him. As hesitant as he was, it felt like the right thing to do, even 


more with Mick and Don clear of the room. 


So finally, Reb slowly approached Jeff, keeping his guitar with him just in case. He could see Jeff, trapped in 
the cycle of starting to calm down, only for a stricken look to pull at his face as an errant thought sent him 


floating helplessly again, even as he struck at chords, trying to hold on. 


He waited until Jeff paused to listen to a slightly different section of the acoustic demo track, by which point 
he was starting to look less choked up. 


"Sounds a litte like ‘Space Oddity’ there," Reb noted. "You know, those lines ‘time to leave the capsule if you 
dare’, and ‘| think my spaceship knows which way to go" 


Jeff tried to laugh -it was a weak, half-laugh, half-sob that emerged as he nodded, looking up to the ceiling, 
and finally managing the smallest hint of a true smile as he played over the chords and hummed the 
incomplete vocal melody Don had shown him. 


"Yeah," he agreed. "It really kind of does" 


Reb didn't respond to that, lest he ruin it, but Jeff continued, so he figured he must have done something 
right. 


"Mick's apparently working on the lyrics with him. | don't know what all it's supposed to be about, other than a 
number of things, but | have a hunch about some of those," he explained. "I just know it's supposed to be sad. 
But without making it overly-morose. There's supposed to be some hope to it, where everything ends up 
alright." 


"Okay" That was enough to tell Reb why Jeff had chosen to pull out that demo today. Something to channel 


whatever had him so torn up without harping on it too much and feeling worse off for it. 


It was also enough to tell Reb how to consider approaching it. He could make it heavier than a simple acoustic, 
and pull more feeling out of it, but he didn't want to go overboard with it, either. He needed an approach like 
the one he'd taken with Kip on ‘Who's the One. 


"I was thinking piano would sound good for the feeling we're going for," Jeff continued, "and if | keep it 
understated enough, | can give the studio recording a cool effect without making it impossible to play live, if we 


want 

"Sounds like a good idea," said Reb. "You want me to try and play it with you?" 

Maybe so I can figure out my part make sure it doesn’t clash with yours, and so you dont have to do this alone? 
"If you want to, I'm cool with that" Jeff glanced across the room. "I guess you're on your own, otherwise’ 


He reset the acoustic track to the start, and came in with the piano where it felt right in the opening verse. 
Reb noticed that was when the strumming of acoustic chords became a bit heavier. He continued to wait, 
listening to how Jeff started off, and knowing where he would come in -on the first chorus, where the tune 


resolved to G Major. 


When that hit, Reb came in after the short pause in unison with Jeff, giving the shift in tone just enough of a 
punch to make it stand out. From there, he began complimenting the tune with simple, understated electric 
guitar chords. They didn't do much, other than fill in the background enough to create a slightly heavier sound, 
but it also didn't need to do anything fancy or wild. 


He didn't mind leaving it understated, letting the piano peak through, and letting the influential songs he heard 


show as they could. Even without completed lyrics from Don, the bits of them he knew, in combination with 
the tune felt relatable enough that he couldn't help but want to keep it close to what it now was. 


As Jeff continued on the piano, he rocked back and forth, lost in the music, floating and sad as Major Tom, but 
coming in closer to a course of safe landing as the added guitar line found just enough gravity to pull him back 
down to Earth on the last chorus, with one final key shift Reb tried, spur of the moment, naturally pulling Jeff 
along with it. 

"Save that demo?" asked Reb, reaching over to stop the track when they finished, so that Jeff didn't have to. 
Jeff nodded, still red-cheeked and puffy-eyed, but no longer actively crying or welled up with unshed tears. 
Still sad and radiating pain, but like the song, with a hint of hope shining through his eyes. 


"Yeah... | think that came out better than either of us expected to do just now." 


"That other slightly different section in there -the one Don had filled in the lyrics about the garden, when you 
add piano there, it almost tries to sound like Pink Floyd" With the barriers down from earlier, Reb felt more 


able to talk further about what he heard in the song. 


It does sound like the ending of ‘Time’ there -and | guess it has a hint of that theme in that section," agreed 
Jeff. "lm liking your idea to change keys on the last chorus. It flows in well from the part you said sounds like 
David Bowie, and you're right, | think it does make it stand out more. With the shifts, it wants to go 


somewhere; it might as well end somewhere different." 


Reb had simply thought of picking up the key of C Major from that section for a brighter ending -a lift to the 
song at the end, but somehow, with the chord structure of the chorus, they'd ended up in C Mixolydian, with 
undertones of F Major. That had allowed for an inverted B flat Major chord added into it, punched in at just 
the right moment in the chorus progression, and Reb could tell that with drums and vocals added in, it was 


going to bring all kinds of emotion out of the song conclusion For gaining a brighter sound, it wouldn't lose the 


feeling of the rest of the track 


"I think there's something we can add to the start of it, too, but I'll work it out at home, and we can try 
adding it next time when we try it again with Mick" 


Reb spoke, only having a hunch that they wouldn't have the chance to play it over again with Mick or Don 
before they left. They'd only been there three and a half hours, but they'd managed less time a couple of 
previous days, and something told him today would end with another early departure. 


Either it was an accurate hunch, or he'd gotten pretty good at seeing the barely-noticeable signs, as only 
seconds later, both Mick and Don walked back into the room, and Mick motioned for Jeff to come back down 
the hall with him. 


"So you know, Reb, if there's anything you wanted to put down of your own on the tracks here before we 
leave, now's a good time," warned Don. "The rest of us are gonna step out down the hall again -preferably in 
private -and | think we're at a good stopping point, so unless everyone else feels otherwise, we're probably 
going to leave early. Now, if you really want to stay, I'll give you the alarm code, and Mick might stay with you 
if you ask him. You just have to be out of here by 4:00, because for the next four weeks, there's a session 


borrowing some of this space at night for their final mixing." 


"Alright" Reb glanced at the different control boards and track recorders in the studio around him. "I'll 


probably keep working on what we've been working on at home, but thanks.” 

He decided to start packing up his gear up, and locking the very few pieces of his equipment he didn't always 
take home with him in their designated storage area, taking his time just in case there was another surprise 
coming. Though he doubted it. It was probably just as well to leave before another came along. 


Mick was the first to come back with him. He joined Reb in packing his drums away and locking them up. 


"Hey," said Mick. "| know today was probably hella-fucking weird, and just trying to get here sucked for all of 
us -and | also know we've been really distracted this past week and a half, but you did real good, Reb. You did 


real good hanging with us and our crap, and we got a lot of tracks worked out through it" 


Reb nodded, not quite meeting Mick's eyes, but unable to help a timid smile. It wasn't the best they could do, 
but they had gotten through the dreaded two weeks, and they had gotten quite a bit done in their short time 
together for the day. Though indirect, Don seemed pleased, which gave Reb some hope. 


"You probably already knew this was coming, but we're not gonna be here the rest of this week, or on Monday. 
There's a good chance Tuesday's not happening, either, so I'd say don't plan on coming in unless one of us call 
you to say otherwise -and even then, we're not gonna hold you to it to come in if you've planned on something 


else by that point." 


"Yeah, | was starting to wonder." In reality, Reb was past wondering. He was certain with the way Jeff's 
emotional state had steadily decompensated over the course of the week that they'd need some time away 


even after the court date was over. 


"It was planned ahead. We're gonna have to go to the law office and get some old stuff out of the way and 
taken care of. And like we said a while back, it's gonna get better from here. At least in that way." 


"At least itll be one less reason for the phone to ring?" 


Mick chuckled loudly and slapped the wall beside him, before throwing a protective cloth over his drums and 


closing the door to their storage room. 


"Amen to that! That's enough in of itself. So yeah, next week's gonna be better. We'll see you on Wednesday, 


and we can get back to rocking the house down!" 


As Mick went to leave, Reb followed back around the corner to the open atrium and entry lounge outside the 


recording booths. 
"You need to grab anything else before we blast out of town?" 


Reb looked across the room to where Jeff was now heading toward where he'd left his bass gear he'd come in 


with, and Don stood waiting by the control board, already packed up to leave. 


Jeff nodded, quietly mentioning something about not having a few things with him that he had at home, as he 
hadn't expected he would need to bring them. 


“Alright, Jeff, then I'm gonna pack up the car. You can lock up and meet me downstairs when you've got 
everything here together. We'll stop by on our way out -Mick's gonna come back out tonight and make sure 
your car gets back to your house. Let's get the hell out of dodge, and tomorrow we'll get the last of this mess 


over with for good." 


Putting the parts together, Reb realized that with whatever they had coming up, whether by choice, or an 
executive decision by his bandmates, Jeff was going to stay with Don, at least during some of the events they 
had ahead. Probably for his own good. Reb was actually relieved to see it; he had just begun to worry about 


how Jeff would fare on his own through the climax of events in the state he'd reached. 


Don took the exterior stairwell down to the parking lot while Jeff gathered his bass, cords, and a couple folders 
of paperwork. He still struggled to hoist everything up, but once he'd gathered it, he wasn't having as much of 
a fight keeping his grip on each item as he had on the way in 


Reb was just about to walk out, when Jeff broke the silence that had fallen behind Don and Mick's exit. 
"Reb, thanks for being my rock today." 


That was something else Reb didn't know what to make of, or how to respond to. He didn't think he'd done 
much for Jeff, aside from steering clear of whatever was happening when he'd arrived that he could tell was 
supposed to be private. Not that he would have cared to stand around eavesdropping anyway. He'd offered to 
try to help, not that there was anything he could do, and he'd worked with him as best as he could for the 


situation. Maybe that was more than it seemed like from his point of view? 


"You've been there for me when I've needed it," he finally replied. And | acted really ugly a couple of those 
times. "It seemed like you needed it today." 


Maybe, he supposed, he had figured it out, in some way. 


Jeff had told him what he'd needed. Not in direct words, but looking back, Reb had heard what Jeff was really 
asking for, the first time he'd approached: 


| need a friend 


And despite the exchange on their first full night together -the last time Jeff had been in emotional shambles 
-at some point over the past month, Reb realized they'd become that. 


You were right, John.. 


Jeff nodded, setting the alarm and making his way down the stairs with Reb. He looked unsteady, but Reb 


watched, prepared to reach out and steady him if he lost balance. 
‘Its already better, knowing I'm leaving to get this taken care of. Next week is gonna be better for both of 
us," Jeff promised. "And after Saturday, you're welcome to call me if there's something you need help with 


before we come back here." 


"Thanks, Jeff. | know you will, but still, | hope you feel better soon See you next week." 


He stood by his car, watching to make sure Jeff safely made it over to Don's reach, before officially passing 


off the duty he'd carried through the day, and setting off on his own with the music for the time being. 


| Was Lost (But We'll Find the Way Home) 


Author's Notes: 

l'Il admit, this chapter took a lot to get right. It didn't get me too much on an emotional level, because | took 
breaks, and a lot of Jeffs personal story is a retelling of the first half of "Falling Again" -those emotions were 
already dealt with (| will caution that while | am proud of the story, | haven't cleaned up all the poorly-worded 
spots in it, and there are wordy places and typos because | wrote it as vent art during a very painful time). 
As for what's here about Don, it is true, and again, while he still becomes the unfortunate antagonist, | hope 
the full reveal of his story gives him some humanity back. Chapter title is an adjustment of a line from "Voice 
of the Soul", and of course, there are lyrical references to Pink Floyd's "Wish You Were Here". because it just 


felt right. 


Friday, Saturday, and Sunday ticked by while Reb worked at home, practicing the riffs he'd had less time with 
to make sure he locked them down tight in his head. 


Practicing along to the tracks he still had on his recorder, not only did he think about Kip as he always did, but 
he frequently wondered how Jeff was faring. 


At least for Friday, he knew Don had Jeff under his watch. With the way Mick described the chance a few 
final things could stretch into Saturday, he hoped that Jeff was with him for the first half of that day, too, if 


not longer. 


Sunday, Reb suspected Jeff would be back home under the best of circumstances, though he had concerns as 
to how he would do once he was back on his own again As much as he wanted to call and check on him, just 
as Jeff had called to make sure he was alright while they'd been out sick, he questioned if it would be better 
to hold off until Monday, with as physically and mentally spent as Jeff had been before they parted ways, 
before the actual ordeal even began. If Jeff was able to sleep once everything was over, he didn't need a phone 


call standing in the way of that. 


He hoped Jeff would be able to get some rest, anyway. Having heard nothing about going in on Tuesday, he also 
decided it was safe to assume they wouldn't be, making Monday still far enough from their next meeting to 


make it worthwhile. 


Everything surrounding the court date went by in a trance for Jeff, after leaving the studio with Don. They 
stopped by Jeff's house to pack up personal items and clothes he'd need for the next couple of days, then by 
Don's apartment near the studio in Redondo Beach, and spent the next couple of hours driving Northbound up 
the 405 to the Hollywood Hills, either stuck in stop-and-go traffic around the major exits and interchanges, or 
flying near 80 in between. 


The traffic grew more sparse as they got further away from town, and Jeff spent much of the ride leaning 
his cheek against the window, staring out and zoning as he watched the streaks of red tail-lights blend 
together with the streaks of white headlights and street lamps out the window against the dark of the settling 
night. 


None of it looked very real in its distorted form out the side window, and in his delirious state, none of it felt 


very real, either. Even though it was. 


In better times, they'd have had the radio on during car rides, and might have had some conversation about 
certain recent events. But the radio was off, and Don and Jeff stayed silent. Much like around the time just 
before and after George's departure, when everyone was tense and detached, just trying to survive until the 


end, there wasn't much to say, aside from stuff pertaining to what nobody wanted to talk about. 


The lights eventually faded, turning down the mountain road up to Don's house surrounded by his massive 
garden he'd built. No sounds were to be heard, other than the few crickets that ever made sound in the mild 


winter, or the occasional coyote howls in the distance. 


An attempt to sit down to a light dinner finally broke the silence, with mutual admission that neither of them 
felt hungry. They were were only attempting to eat something because they didn't need to lose energy from 


low blood sugar on top of lack of sleep. 


Attempting to actually sleep went just as well, at its best. Don spent about half an hour in his bedroom before 
he went down to the living room, switched on the dimmest lamp in the furthest corner, and put on an old 
Mister Ed tape to play quietly on the TV in the background. Silence could be nice, but tonight, it was eerie, and 
called for something lighthearted to break it up. 


Jeff came down from the guest room less than two minutes later, dragging the blanket he had draped around 
his shoulders. Though stoic by comparison, looked even smaller and more vulnerable than he had in the studio. 
Especially when he went to the couch catty-cornered to the one Don had chosen to lounge on, and curled up 


on one end of it, hugging a pillow to his chest like it was a life raft. 


They spent the rest of the night there. Occasionally, they'd doze off for half an hour, only for Jeff to wake up 
with a gasp, or for Don to grab his shoulder and shake him awake when he started to twitch and make the 


distressed whimpers he could have recognized even in a sound sleep. 


Once, Don woke up, too, and immediately jumped off the couch and began stumbling around, rushing to find a 


phone that Jeff had to tell him wasn't ringing to begin with. 


He couldn't see what Don's expression was in the dark, and was glad to not be able to. It was one he'd made 


too many times himself. 


The sixth and final time Jeff dozed off and came up from painful images, he found Don sitting up next to him, 
so that they were just as they would have been, one of those terrible nights on the last two weeks before 


parting ways with George. Despite himself, he shifted closer and huddled for comfort. 


The sky outside the window was still dark, but a purple-blue shade telling that the sun had touched the 


horizon with its distant rays quite some time ago, and was close to starting its main rise. 
"I know, Jeff," Don murmured out through a sigh. "You're ready to be done with reliving all this.’ 


And you are, too, Jeff thought, meaning to speak it aloud, but realizing later as the sky turned orange that in 
his sleepy trance, he'd never carried out the physical act. 


Less than an hour later, the alarm Don set snapped them both out of their trance. 


"Alright," declared the singer, not a hint of enthusiasm detectable in his voice as he got up to shut the alarm 
off. "Let's go get this over with." 


Jeff nodded, pulling himself unsteadily out from all the blankets he'd cocooned himself in. They didn't even have 
to leave to make the drive in time for over two hours, but between exhaustion and dread, they both knew it 


would take them that long to get ready and drag themselves out of the house. 
Friday night was more or less a repeat of the same events, minus the long drive and the anticipation 


After the signing of the final papers on Saturday morning, Jeff was so exhausted, he didn't even feel relief yet. 
He only felt numb, but just that in itself felt good after the past couple of weeks. 


Neither he, nor Don, felt like confessing to each other that they passed out in far-apart corners of the 
garden upon getting back for a few hours, but they both knew they had. Especially when they both crashed in 


the same manor for the night inside. 


When Jeff successfully slept through until Sunday morning without being wrenched awake by a nightmare, Don 
confirmed with him that he felt well enough to go home, and they packed up and drove back down South. 


Jeff felt just as numb on the ride back. Like the trip up, it felt surreal, but in different ways. 


He spent the rest of the day cleaning everything at home that he'd left behind after it had slowly gone to 
disarray in the last week leading up to the dreaded weekend. It was like he was getting rid of a trail of 
destruction, after finally eliminating the cause for it being there 


Disorganized papers left out on a desk. Dirty laundry in the hamper and clean laundry he'd folded but never 

gone to the trouble of putting away because he hadn't had the focus or the energy after sleepless nights. The 
dishwasher full of clean dishes he hadn't put away because he didn't trust himself not to drop half the plates 
when he was weak with exhaustion, and the dirty dishes that he'd left in the sink because of it. Like the blood, 
broken glass and fallen tile in the studio had been things to get rid of before he could get his head out of the 


nightmare he'd had before it, Jeff had to clean everything and erase all evidence before he could feel truly 
free of the living nightmare he'd been trapped in for weeks. 


He finished cleaning and organizing early in the evening, and gave a look and listen at the incomplete demo 
tracks he'd brought home, in case he wanted to work on them outside of the studio. However, deciding he 
didn't want to risk his lingering feelings from the day creeping into the songs he did not necessarily want them 
to be a part of, he hung it up for the night early, taking another chance to recover from the sleep he'd lost, 
and sighing deeply as he settled down to drift off in the chilling silence that had followed him since the big day. 


By the time Jeff woke up Monday morning, he was over that impenetrable silence, and beginning to get stir 


crazy. It felt unnatural, staying at such a hard halt for too long after weeks of constant action 


He understood why they weren't going back until Wednesday. Don had to catch up with his family on his 
personal matters he'd had to otherwise abandon over the past week, and while Mick had been saved from a lot 
of the drama before George's departure due to his talent at running from every moment of conflict, the 
events leading up to the final court date had been something he had no chance of escaping, and they'd been 


miserable for him. 


However, after a certain amount of much-needed down time to recover, Jeff felt staying home wasn't much 
help, either. Now that everything was over, he needed to move forward, and put it even further behind 
himself. After a certain point, that would be true for Don and Mick, too. 


Then, there was the question of how Reb would hold onto newer songs while they were apart. 


Later in the morning, just when he was thinking about what time Reb might be awake on a day off and what 


would be a reasonable time to call and check on him, the phone rang, finally breaking the silence. 


Even though he knew it wouldn't be, he was so glad the number on caller ID bore no resemblance to any of 


the attorney phone numbers. 


Reb stood, twirling the phone cord nervously as it rang. He had a perfectly good cordless phone in his 
apartment that he could have taken it anywhere inside he'd seen fit, but standing in the kitchen, he had an old, 


comforting habit to return to. 

He'd thought over his decision to call well. He was up for talking about the music and getting back to work if 
that was something they both wanted. He was anticipating a quick check-in, if nothing else. Though, he'd also 
carefully gauged how he felt, and if he felt ready to listen to anything Jeff wanted to get off his chest, 


knowing there was a chance he would still be in a dark place. 


After a moment's thought, Jeff began to recognize the vaguely familiar phone number. 


Reb 


Well, that ended the debate on if it was too early to call -Reb had decided that for him. Jeff wasn't sure if it 
was the fear that something new might be wrong, or the immense gratefulness to have someone nice to talk 
to and to break the silence that drove him to snatch the phone up, as if he were pulling it out of fire. 


"Hello?" 


"Hey, Jeff." Reb sounded almost the same way Jeff felt. Slightly muted in voice from trying not to gasp for 
every breath of air with the sudden, tight-chested feeling that set in 


"If now's not a good time, it's alright. | just thought I'd touch base with you -check on you after.." Reb trailed 
off. 


"Oh," breathed Jeff. "No, it's not a bad time. Not bad at all, actually. And thank you, Reb. It really does mean a 
lot right now." 


"No problem. It only seemed right" You did the same thing for me just a few weeks ago. 

There was a hesitation before Jeff responded, deciding how to bring up his own thought. 

"Um, funny enough.. I'd kind of been considering giving you a call myself, see how you're doing with your riffs. 
But also, to talk about some things, and maybe even meet up, of you like. There's probably a lot that needs to 
be discussed after last time, and maybe if we're feeling up to it, we can jam if you bring your guitar.” 


Reb could recognize the unspoken condition behind the invitation 


[ts only if you want to. | just dont really want to be alone right now, and | dont want you fo be alone either if 
you feel the same. But then | don't know if Iil be much fun fo be around. 


Reb really didn’t want to be alone, either. Not that he wouldn't have respected it if Jeff still needed time and 


space, just as he had and continued to give Kip that respect and patience. 


As far as he was concerned, Jeff didn't have to be in the optimistic, playful state he was usually in at the 
studio. If Jeff ended up spilling his personal trauma into whatever else they had to talk about, Reb wasn't 
unwilling to listen if it helped, especially after all Paul and Alice had done for him. 


And John Roth. This, far clearer than at the studio, and perhaps as clear as it could have been, was a time he 
could do something to help. 


"l'Il be there," said Reb. "Just, what's your address, so | can figure out how to get to you?" 
It took Reb all of ten minutes to find Jeff's house on a map of the area, and to choose a route, with a couple 


of alternatives. It was along the way he had to travel to the studio, but only half as far. That would be simple 


enough. 


He was at Jeff's front doorstep in less than an hour. Jeff must have heard him roll up -or maybe he'd even 
been staring out the window in a zone with nothing better to do -because he was opening the door before Reb 


had even made it up the stairs of the stoop. 
He looked only marginally better than the last time they'd been together, Reb noticed. Physically, Jeff had 
improved by leaps and bounds. The dark circles beneath his eyes had faded to what most musicians had under 


the normal amount of sleep deprivation that came with being on tour or late nights in a studio, and what was 


probably normal for anyone past early adulthood, anyway. His eyes held focus on his surroundings, and he 
looked more stable on his feet. If he still felt shaky, it wasn't detectable in his hands. 

There were plenty of tells that Jeff still had a long way to go on the emotional side of things. His presence 
was still small, and subdued, and he lacked his normal energy. A shadow still hung over him, dark and imposing 
with everything he'd faced in the past year, and the good portion of it he'd had to revisit. It was still haunting 
him -holding him with a grip he couldn't pry free, and Reb knew, because it was the same one he'd had to 
reckon with several times over. 

And it seemed inherently unfair that even after having everything ‘over’, Jeff still couldn't feel like it was. 


"How are you?" 


"lm doing alright” Jeff nodded, and his voice was pitched up a bit, a sure sign he was stretching for an 


optimistic answer, and he realized it himself. 

"Well, maybe not a hundred percent, but l'm getting there.” 

Both a statement and feeling Reb was all too familiar with. Even if that was still a stretch for Jeff. 

| get that" Weil all get there.. someday, whenever thatil be. 

"| do feel a lot better, though," Jeff assured. That part was true. 

"You're still recovering from it" Reb finished the thought. "You guys got everything taken care of?" 

"We did. The stuff related to George, anyway. After the final papers on Saturday, the phone didn't ring once, or 
all day yesterday when | got home. Which was nice. And the nightmares are starting to feel less real, so | 


guess they should start going away again as this gets further behind us." 


If anything, he meant they'd become less frequent again, as they never had really gone away since parting 
ways with George. 


Reb understood that all too well, too, even without background, having referred to his gradual, less frequent 


nightmares as ‘going away’ for almost three years. It could hardly be called that, at that length, but he could 


only call it that and hope. 
And they were both in that same boat together, for better or worse. 


"Everything coming along well with the guitar?" Jeff's tone lightened a bit as he switched subjects. Reb noticed 
that while the optimism sounded genuine, the eagerness felt forced from lingering fatigue. 


"Yeah, so far, so good. I've been working with what we had on track, and I've gotten most of it locked in well 
enough to be able to pick up the guitar after a few hours and play it without having to try and remember 
what | did. So | guess that'll help pick things up faster once we're all back together," Reb said hopefully. "I put 
down one jam line on track that | think we could do something with, but | didn't go overboard with it in case we 
ended up having delays getting back in the studio. At first | was thinking | could show you it today, and maybe 
we could work on it, but now l'm wondering if we'd do better to just save it for when we go back, so we can 


start off with something new -have something to look forward to, and maybe even start off on a fun note." 


"You know what? | like that idea," Jeff admitted. "I think it's what we need, as much fun as it could be to jam 
Together today.” 


Mick could be included on the fun, which would spread more of the positive mood to him -and perhaps Don 


could partake in it, if he so chose. 


Reb really did want to go back to the studio with the air rid of as much of what haunted Jeff that they could 
clear, and he was just as much willing to wait on the riffs as he was willing to hear whatever difficult things 
needed to be discussed. 


"I've got it all in my head or on track now," he said encouragingly. "It can wait. | guess that leaves the 


inevitable." 


Jeff nodded. "Yeah. Might as well get right to it, because there's no real easy or light way of putting a lot of 
it" 


Though anxious, Reb leaned forward, closer to Jeff, silently expressing he would be receptive to whatever Jeff 
shared. 


‘| was thinking that -and not that | haven't been all this time, but you get the idea. You deserve to have some 
better idea of what's going on. Even if there are some details we wouldn't share that you might not want to 
know anyway, there's enough stuff that we could talk about. And now that we've dealt with what we just did, 
we actually can talk about more of it without tiptoeing around certain parts. There isn't stuff we're ‘legally’ 
supposed to ‘keep between’ Don, Mick, and | anymore." Jeff made air quotes with his fingers, to suggest he felt 
the hush rule was as unnecessary as it was for certain cases. "So, you can ask about anything that might 
seem a little weird, and I'd definitely like to clear up any mysteries that make things uncomfortable around 


here." 


Oh Well, that didn't seem to be as daunting a topic -or set of topics -as Reb feared was coming. At least as 
far as his perspective went -especially if it explained some of the tension, and gave solid evidence to believe 
what was suggested to not be his fault indeed wasn't. It was possible some of it would be difficult for Jeff to 
talk about, even if he would feel better later for doing it. 


"Well, it would be nice to know some things," confessed Reb, "and obviously, I'm gonna wonder what's happening, 
or why things are a certain way, but I'm not gonna ask to know what you all want to keep private. So before | 


ask anything, if it's connected to something too private, you can refuse, and I'll understand." 


He didn't want Jeff to have to talk about anything he still wasn't ready to talk about, but more than ever, he 
felt not only willing, but glad to listen to anything Jeff did need to share. Was this feeling how John managed to 
withstand being there for his many bandmates across all his projects through every crisis? 


"| mainly just want to know | haven't caused problems like | sometimes think | have -ard if | actually have, if 


there's something | can do to fix that." 
Jeff nodded. 


"I know that's been a problem. And it's not you. It's us. And | can keep saying that, but, | don't know, Reb. It's 
tough. | don't know what it's really like from your perspective, not knowing a lot of what's happened. But even 
when | know to some extent what's going on with everyone, | still have moments where | wonder if | did 
something to set anyone off, and if it's not just Don, or it's not just Mick not coping so well. And | know just a 
few months ago -not even -they probably asked themselves the same thing with me" 


Jeff winced, remembering some of the ways he'd lashed out, amped up by nightmares, or overly-emotional 
with the endless chain of adverse events. 


"And it's not fair when you don't even have that background. You don't even have the chance to think ‘maybe 
its because of this other thing that happened, instead’. And you're one of us, now. Its only right” 


Still anxious, but feeling touched and reassured by the spoken sentiment he could at least feel confident that 
Jeff had, Reb set the question he'd wondered about the most free. 


"What's going on with Don? Nothing against him, he just seems off. | didn't really get to know him on tour with 
Alice, because he was kind of quiet, but at least for most of that, he seemed friendlier then than he does 


now. 


Seeing as Jeff almost looked relieved in the moment of quiet following his question, Reb easily figured out that 
it wasn't only a question he was welcome to ask, but one Jeff had probably expected him to. He wasn't sure if 


it was a reason to feel relieved, himself, but for the moment, he did. 


"That.. was something | already wanted to bring up at some point in all this, even if you hadn't asked. | guess it 
helps that | don't have to find a way to ease into it. You asked, so | can jump right in 


The ghost of a nervous laugh tried to sneak into Jeff's face, and Reb mirrored it internally, with a silence, 


nervous, knowing chuckle of his own. 


"Some of it has to do with stuff related to George. That much should no longer be an issue going forward, so 
that part is good news.” Jeff blew out an uneasy sigh. "The rest of it -all his other phone calls, late arrivals, 
early leaving, and just not always being with us, it's gonna keep happening. What | want you to know, Reb, is 
that none of it has to do with any of us, and it's nobody's fault. At the same time, its not a pleasant thing to 
discuss, and that really has more to do with us not telling about it sooner than anything else. So Don is not 
gonna be upset with you finding out" 


The hesitance had Reb on edge again, despite how willing he was to hear Jeff out. Whatever is was had to be 

something Jeff was uncomfortable talking about, and if it wasn't something Don would be upset about, it was 

unlikely to be conflict between the two of them. It could have been anything else at that, which seemingly left 
little for Reb to be surprised about. 


Still, when Jeff finally spoke, he was entirely taken aback by what he heard. 


"His eight year old niece has been in and out of the hospital a little over half a year, and she's been in the 


long-term ICU for over a month now. Cancer diagnosis.” 


The words were clear enough, and something no one in their right mind would say in jest, but even still, Reb 


stared at Jeff for a couple of seconds, squinting in disbelief, before wincing and blowing out a long exhale. 
Holy shit.. 


It was hard enough, being temporarily separated from his own children, on a mutual decision with his wife that 
it would be best to let them finish the school year in the same town, rather than disrupting it midway with 
yet another move, after all the times they'd moved since 199b. 


Reb couldn't fathom the situation of having a child sent away to a hospital weeks at a time, with the 
possibility of not ever coming home. It wasn't a situation the average parent -or aunt or uncle -would ever 


think of. 
"I take it they're close?" 
He already could guess the answer, despite the pitiful, naive hope that he was wrong. 


"Don had kids of his own, but he didn't always get to be with them when they were real young," Jeff explained. 
"His niece goes to school right across the street from him, so he would be the one picking her up in the 
afternoons and taking care of her until his brother gets off work whenever we're not away on tour -and even 
when we are Touring, we're not away as long these days. So, yeah. As you can imagine, she's special to him - 


she was the greatest sense of joy in his life while things started going downhill fast back in ‘TT; probably one 


of the reasons we all held together as long as we did, because he always had that to look forward to, to put 
him in a better headspace -and then this happens. Not only is it bad enough on its own, it happens with 
everything else going on. | can't remember where the cancer is -he doesn't talk about that part much. It really 
doesn't matter -it's all bad enough when it's on someone that young who shouldn't be having to go through 


that: 


Fuck.. And of course it happens when everything else is going on. Just lke Kip has his crisis after we have to hang it 


up, because the universe always has to kick you when youre already down 
Reb gulped. "Do you all know of she's got a good chance?" 


"They're treating her for survival, for what it's worth trying. There for awhile, it started to look like things 
were going well, and Don seemed optimistic. He would always tell us when they had good news. But lately, not so 
much.” Jeff paused, as if he hated to say the next words. "And by the little I've heard and seen recently, 
which isn't as much, and how often | see him with the stricken look and the dark cloud over the head attitude, 
l'm afraid she might be terminal." 


"Fuck," Reb whispered, feeling a bit ashamed of not having anything tactful to say about the situation He was 
quite literally lost for words. 


Jeff pressed his lips together, mirroring Reb's grim expression. 


"They say kids are so resilient, but there's a point where there's only so much a small body can take. | know 
seeing it hasn't been easy on him. And | know how he gets when there's drama with George back and forth, 
and this -this is way more than just that. A hundred percent 


"Even if it wasn't, it does explain a lot," Reb finally offered. And no, he's not okay.. at all. I don’t think anyone 
could pretend otherwise. 


"Explain, yes," agreed Jeff, "however, it is not an excuse for him to take anything out on any of us, or to knock 
the mood down when the rest of us are trying so hard to get back up from our own problems. We all get it. 
I'm not backing him up on how he acts some of the time, though, and l'm not saying any of it is okay. It's not. 
Personally, | have a lot of problems with it, and l'm trying to work out what | can and come to terms with the 
rest, because reality is, its not our problem. Its his -and we can't make him stop, and we can't help him if he 


doesn't want it. There's no forcing anything on Don. Believe me." 


“Stubborn enough," sighed Reb. "I guess there is some truth to stories I've heard of him being a force to 


reckon with." 
"He can be, when he wants to be that way." Jeff smiled with some mixture of amusement and sadness. 


"Still not as bad as some have said, at least. Especially now that | can tell at least half the moments he 


seemed off with me and | couldn't tell, it probably didn't have to do with whatever | did" 


"Yeah, and that's my point. What | want you to realize -what | want you to remember, whatever happens, 
most of the time you see Don in a bad mood lately, even if you think he's frustrated with you, he's really just 
frustrated with himself and that he can't fix what he has going on. Even when he is frustrated with any of 
us, he's a thousand times more upset with himself. The downside is it shows itself in everything else, and 
worst out of everything that means, he just doesn't have a filter right now. | mean, he never had that great 
of a filter to begin with. He'll say what he means, and he'll tell that exactly the way it is. But you can definitely 
tell there used to be one, now that it's gone." Jeff traced a line on the floor with his toe. "| guess what I'm 
getting at with that is -well, it sucks all around. It's not cool. But yeah, ninety percent of what you see coming 
from him probably isn't about you -it's about him, and what's happening with Michelle. And while there's 
definitely belief in what he says, and some of it could stand to just not be said, he doesn't intend it in as harsh 
of a way as it seems. It's not actually meant to tear anyone down, even though it's hard not to let it do that 


lately. 


"I take it there's really not much we can do to help him, anyway?" asked Reb. "Like, | would guess you and Mick 


have tried-" 


"We've tried, and barely even gotten far enough to even see if we can help him." Jeff heaved a sigh. "We want 
to support him. It kills Mick to see him like this. The thing is, Don is a very private person, and he has a lot of 
personal trauma going back to early parts of his life. Yes, there is a classic case of ‘this is my own cross to 
bear; | don't want anyone else to have to deal with my problems’, but there's a little extra behind it. He's not 
used to having someone there for him; he used to having to get through things on his own since he was a kid, 
and the rest of us and our behavior in the 80s while we were all screwed up on drugs didn't do much to help 
him get past it." We fucking compounded it, if anything "And he probably does want it at times, to be honest. | 
think his occasional rants where he suddenly blurts out all his feelings -like that one he had the day CMC 
called about doing a cover -are proof of that. But | don't think he can trust us to help him, even if he wants 
to be able to do that, too. He's got a deeply-ingrained fear that anything he gets close to will eventually turn 
on him, or he'll lose it. And he's losing his niece right now anyway, so that's probably making him extra guarded 
and sensitive right now. Put it all together, and he just decides he's better off on his own" 


"So he won't even let us try and help if there is something we can do," Reb realized. 


"Well, | don't just wanna say ‘it is what it is' and not try at all," said Jeff, drawing out his words in a way that 
implied several conditions. "| hate that saying, anyway, even when it really is true. | know it's not, but 
sometimes it just feels like saying you don't even care about seeing if anything can be done -even if there's 


not much, anything.” 


Reb nodded, cutting in with complete understanding of what Jeff was saying, because he felt the same way, 


and knew too well. 


" Because the smallest thing really could make that much difference, for better or worse, and you never know 


when it will." 


"Yeah, of course. And if it came down to the point where there really wasn't anything we could do for him, and 
there was nothing he could even do other than live through the pain of everything happening and brace 
himself for the worst-" 


"-Then we'd cry with him." Reb joined in with Jeff to speak the last few words in unison, 


"Figuratively speaking, or for real," Jeff added. "Its not like he and Mick didn't do that for me a hundred times 
over the past year, and it's sad that it wasn't always that way for us. Even more sad that it couldnt be." 


There were tales of bands that were that way, even if they didn't have the perfect track record of where 
Reb came from. It had been nearly impossible to have the system of everyone looking out for each other. Don 
and George constantly clashed, Mick usually ran away from the stress before he'd even know enough to help, 
and Jeff still had yet to fully make peace with himself for his own part, in locking himself away to get high and 


paranoid. 


Inwardly, Reb couldn't help but agree it was sad. What he would have given to be able to cry with Kip in his 


hour of need, in any kind of sense. 


At the same time, while he didn't expect Kip would present the same way in his darker moods, thinking of how 
Don could present in his, he was beginning to understand on a different level why Kip saw fit to stay away, if 
he felt the need to spare his bandmates from his personal pains and state of mind. 


The saddest part to finally knowing both ways firsthand was that Reb didn't know which one ended up being 


more painful. 


"But, a lot's been changing lately." That was true, and an undoubtable relief for Jeff to be able to say. "Some 
of it hasn't been the result of anything pretty, but a lot of it has been for the better. And maybe a couple of 
stubborn fans from the 80s won't agree, but as far as things getting better, I'd readily say you're a big part 
of that." 


"Part of it, maybe," Reb decided, unable to hold back a bashful grin. "| wouldn't say a big part just yet” 


"You will be, once we're finished with the album," assured Jeff. One day at a time. Maybe we have an 


occasional setback -we just came from one -but we're still here, and alive." 

"Well, | guess we'll be making up for it in just a couple more days." 

"Yeah." Jeff sighed. "Well, now that I've more or less cleared everything | can about Don, | realize | also 
probably owe you an explanation of what's been going on -or what was going on with Mick and |, since you had 


to hear me lose my shit on your first night here. And | know that probably sounded worse than it was, too." 


‘Only if you're alright talking about it, and if you'll feel better instead of worse for putting it out. | mean, since 
then, | have figured it out, that didn't have anything to do with me." Considering how much tension Reb had 


felt that night, he wasn't sure how traumatic it had been. 


"Which I'm glad for," said Jeff in regard to the second part of the statement. "I guess with as many people we 
were on the road with knew about it, someone's gonna spill it to the press, and I'd rather you hear the truth 


than get whatever twisted version comes out in the music tabloids someday. 
Reb groaned and laughed at the same time. "Okay, | get that a hundred percent!" 


"There's no escaping it all the time." Jeff grinned ruefully and shook his head. "Without going into the details, 
because they aren't necessary -and those are the parts | don't want to revisit -after George left, my now- 
ex-wife was traveling with us. We were already in the early stages, but trying stuff out, just to see if we 
could salvage the relationship. And | don't wanna be too negative and say that | might have been the only one 
trying, but apparently, even though we hadn't gotten to the point of being officially separated yet, she told 
Mick something else, and things.. happened. For at least a good couple of weeks before | found out. Probably 
while | was sleeping in my bunk and not even that far from me. | only found out in the aftermath -maybe just 


as well" 


"Oh, Jeff!" Reb cried out before he could stop himself. Even without knowing the extent of what he feared 
might have happened with George, that was perhaps the worst case of insult to injury he knew of, aside from 
what Kip was going through. 


"What do you mean, it sounded worse than it was? That's awful for everyone involved -not to mention how 
bad it was for you when it first happened!" 


"Alright, it was pretty bad," Jeff admitted. "And yeah, it was way worse when | first found out and we were 
still on the road in the aftermath. But, | know it wasn't all his doing. Mick wouldn't have had anything to do with 
her if he'd known we weren't fully separated at that point -if he hadn't been told otherwise. Yeah, it rubbed 
some salt in the wounds, and there have been times | wanted to beat the crap out of him for it. Sometimes | 
still do, to a lesser extent, but its not gonna make me feel any better, or change anything -so there's no point 


in it when he still is somewhat of a brother, and | still love him." 


"You're a better person than | am -and a lot of other people." Reb had already believed that statement long 
before saying it now, and only believed it more; he wasn't certain such a series of mistake would be forgiven 


between any of his own bandmates, let alone in Dokken with all their fighting. 


Though, that was possibly further assurance that for as much conflict as he did see in Dokken, not everything 


was as bad as it seemed in terms of how readily everyone argued. 


"| think anyone else would have beaten the crap out of him, anyway -and still wouldn't have forgiven him to a 


partial extent so quick" 


"He's lucky | couldn't fathom doing it even then! It still took awhile," Jeff admitted, finding it in himself to laugh 
at Reb's remark. It did help, in the aftermath of the weekend, that everything with Mick seemed further away, 


and was beginning to reach a point where he could fathom laughing at some of it. 


"We were both angry -both at her and the situation in general, and | was still angry with him, but we were 
even more embarrassed about it all, so we danced around dealing with it for the longest time. In hindsight, 
probably not the healthiest thing to do. We were both sorry, and we knew it, but honestly, trying to move 
past it wasn't the easiest thing while trying to get everything else in some semblance of order. And 
unfortunately, everything we'd put off came to a head right when finding a new guitarist was one less thing 
we had to worry about doing first -it would have probably happened regardless of who we got, but | know 
that wasn't the easiest thing to hear on your first night, especially after Don having one of his moments." 


"Well, | figured out pretty quick it wasn't about me," Reb assured, "and | think | got the easier end of the 
situation. l'm still sorry that happened to you. Holy cow!" 


"It was an event. Though, | don't think it's really fair to compare who has what harder, or debate that when it 
goes beyond trivial matters," suggested Jeff. "| mean, yeah, one thing might look worse than another, if you're 
just looking at two individual things. But everyone has their own personal history and personality -and their 
ability to handle things as the result of that. And that's still not considering the context of what else has been 
happening around those events -you could compare one thing you've been through to one thing | have, but 
then we could both name five other things stacked on top of those, and that had an impact, too. The reality is, 
we've all been through it lately, | think the two of us reasonable enough to be mindful of that, and | think 


between us, we don't really need to tiptoe around who's had more of what or who's had worse." 


"Oh, | agree. I'm not saying | think you're trying to do that, and | try not to, when | talk about Winger and 
everything else," insisted Reb. "Most people don't want to make venting about what they're going through 
sound like a pity story, anyway. | mean, | realize there are a few people out there who do, but that's not any 
of us. Still, though, | try not to rant any more than | do, because I'm afraid it would come off sounding like | 


was trying for that. With as much as | stay quiet about, | still feel like | do it too much." 


"Well, with the people who do try to make a pity story, it creates a stigma, and then other people who go 
through stuff don't want to talk about it and come off that way, and then yeah, some people can repress 
things until it's unhealthy," Jeff figured, "and I've seen the result of that. Experienced it to a point with Mick, 
but that's on its way to being over now. But if you were to ever talk about what's been going on with Winger, 
that has nothing to do with me, so | wouldn't think you were trying to suggest you had it worse -and the fact 
you're hesitant to do it until you know l'm listening is kind of proof you're not. If there was a history of one- 
upping, maybe, but we're both new in this, and we're in it together.. and if we're not getting anywhere in 
getting over it together, well, | guess we can at least be lost going in circles together instead of alone.. Because 


loneliness is already too much of a problem for us without being that way." 


Reb gave a short laugh, more of pain than amusement from how real that statement felt, and the quote that 
suddenly popped in his head. 


"Just two lost souls swimming in a fish bowl," he quipped. "Too bad we probably couldn't get away with 


covering that one, either." Keeping it fo ourselves because nobody else understands, and going around in circles with 


it, stuck in place until we're drowning in it.. 


"And that, too," agreed Jeff. "Not only have we had our worlds more or less flipped upside down, someone who 


had a big part of how it was before isn't there anymore -for better or worse." 


"Suddenly, you find yourself without them around, and you realize you aren't really sure what to do with 
yourself,” finished Reb, allowing a slight hint of his own trauma to show. 


"Yeah." Jeff signed, suddenly dulling down a bit. "| mean, you do eventually figure out something, but.. | know 
that, too." 


Reb knew what Jeff meant. 
Maybe this was his chance to ask 


"| hesitate to ask when | know a lot of it is personal, and | also don't expect an answer," Reb started. "But I've 


heard a lot of vague rumors about what happened with George -all of them | take with a grain of salt." 


Jeff winced. "There's been a lot of crap thats gone around about that. Mostly from his fans that think he can 
do no wrong, but fans on our side haven't helped either. I'd put out a public statement, but reality is, it won't 
change what happened to me to give him a bad image. And Don's right, people are gonna think what they want, 


anyway." 


"That too -fans can be the worst -but | mean other guys in the scene," offered Reb. "Not that they don't 
have enough of their own problems for it to be pretty funny that they're all talk about it" 


"And exactly the reason why | won't give any time or fucks toward worrying about what they say," said Jeff, 
a bit darkly for himself. "There's not many people out there worth telling the truth. And right after the fact, 
there was the issue of not really wanting to talk about it, either.. by now, publicly bringing it up would be 
dredging up old news." 


"Which has its own stigma, too," finished Reb. Though, he knew if Metallica was ever brought up in any public 
interviews he'd ever face, he wouldn't shy away from voicing his opinion about that, regardless of how much 


time passed. If he was already disgraced by them, it wasn't as if he could be made worse by it. 
Jeff blew out a sigh, running his hands over his lap. 


"You know, I've debated it, and | haven't wanted to tell the same story to the guys who had to live through it 
with me, and know how it goes. But it probably is something | should do, to go back and reflect on what | 
remember instead of trying to block it out. And you're more worth telling the truth than any of the guys 
spreading rumors about it. Come to think of it, this is probably as good a time as any, after this weekend, as 


long as you're alright hearing it all." 


"Yeah?" asked Reb. "Is that just because of dealing with him again, or-?" 


"Well, right before the incident, we'd had a legal meeting we'd planned to do around our tour stop in the town 
our lawyer's office was in. We did that at the same law office we had to go to on Friday, to wrap everything 
up. We never were there in between -| hadn't actually been there since it happened, and.. and | didn't realize 


that until last week" 
For a second, Jeff's voice faltered, and his shoulders caught a shudder as he exhaled unsteadily. 


That in itself was telling enough of how much of a hold trauma had on Jeff the previous week. Just 
remembering what it was like to come to the realization that he'd be returning to his ground zero, let alone 


actually going there, was a challenge for him. 


As ironic as it seemed, Reb could understand it, the longer he thought on it, while Jeff steeled himself to 
continue. Knowing, but having so much time to wait, anticipation had a chance to dredge up even more than 


simply going there could have. 


"Don gave me the option that we could travel in together from his place," Jeff spoke, voice weak and strained, 
as if threatening to break in tears. "Because his place is in the opposite direction away from town from mine, 
and closer to where we had to go. Still a ways up past his place. And at the time, | just took him up on it 
because | was so tired, but | don't know if | could have done it. Not because of how unsafe it would have been 
to drive that far while sleep deprived -| mean, that's a thing, too, but | don't know if | could have deliberately 
driven there by myself. To actually work up the guts to drive there with what happened last time, | don't think 
| could do it" 


"Well, l'm glad you had Don with you," Reb assured, "for all those reasons, and for you not being alone after it" 


Jeff managed a timid smile. "He does still try, when he sees there's something he can do.. For all his problems, 
he's a better person than a lot of people give him credit for. But he's been through too much of this with me 
for me to make him live through it again like this on top of everything else. And | just hope this isn't too 


much for you." 


‘Il tell you if it is," Reb promised. "But you've listened to me go on about my stuff, and I'm alright listening to 
you if it's what you need" 


"Then | guess I'll get into it already, because there's no easy way in," Jeff decided "We had that legal meeting, 
trying to come up with an agreement of how things were going to be dealt with after George left, because by 
that point, we knew he was leaving the band at the end of the tour. Of course, the lawsuit he hit us with 
more recently resulted in all of that getting reworked.. but there had already been unresolvable disagreements, 
and he'd even openly said he'd tried to sabotage the band with the direction he fought for on Shadowlife. So 
that really can't be denied, no matter how we try to look at it. 


"You know, | tried to be supportive of him trying a new direction, but | also couldn't help but agree with Don, 
to take something so far away from this band's identity -that would have been more suitable for his solo 
projects, and | think everyone would have been happier and things would have been better received for 
everyone that way, but then | don't know what he was thinking. A lot of things were off. There's been a lot of 
speculation about him being on steroids, because of his body-building, and | can't help but wonder if that 
doesn't have something to do it. He denies he's on those, but he's on something that was making his temper 
worse and worse, and he was just in this sort of mode of making power plays over everything. Like, he got 
this satisfaction over having control of the band and what was happening to it, which was never the case with 
all the conflict we'd had in the past. And while he oddly enough seemed happy that Don was catching flak for it 
all, he wasn't happy his own writing was getting poorly received under the Dokken name for all those reasons it 
was more or less successful at making the band look bad like he wanted -and yeah, it is very conflicting and 
irrational, because it was irrational. So he started taking it out on Don, and it started getting violent. And yes, 
he did choke Don out on the bus for no reason at all, and our road crew had to pull George off him. We'd 
already had the meeting and plans to split by then, but that sealed the deal that we weren't going to change 


our mind on it. 


"So the meeting rolled around.. not too long after the choking incident, actually. That was about as nasty as you 
could imagine it might be, anyway. And | actually wasn't there for that; | was in the office a floor down with 
our manager, wiping out plans to go back into the studio with George after the tour, and the preliminary 
contract for the demo recording process, because we knew that wasn't happening. | heard some shouting 
through the ceiling -l didn't think much of it though, because I'd gotten used to hearing it, and a lot of it was 
just Mick with his big, booming voice going ‘hey, thats enough! -probably when Don and George were talking 
over each other and getting agitated. You know that booming voice Mick has; it's loud and travels pretty far 


even when he's not being overly-serious." 
Reb nodded. He could imagine Mick booming through the ceiling well enough without him even trying. 


"So | really didn't think much of it at all. Yeah, they had to have been arguing, but that wasn't anything new. 
And | was thinking about other things and trying to block that out anyway to take care of those. 


"So they were up there awhile. | finished my part and went to wait for them on the bus. | guess George 
stormed out before Mick and Don were finished with the paperwork regarding what would happen after he left; 
there was more stuff they had to do that George didn't need to be part of. He came back mad, and | guess, 
because | was the first person he saw, he lost it with me. Actually, he was throwing things around, and | 
approached him, which | probably shouldn't have -but | hadn't had a problem with that in the past, calming 
him down, so | didn't really think much of that, either. | knew he was angry, and | just tried to ask if he was 
okay, and if there was anything | could do for him." 


Jeff gulped, suddenly grabbing at one of his arms just above the elbow, like it hurt. 


A terrible, cold feeling formed in Reb's stomach with fear of the meaning to the motion 


"Next thing | knew, he was screaming at me, and | was trying to talk him down, and | was just at the point of 
begging him to calm down, when he threw me back against the the wall, and it happened so fast that my neck 
whiplashed and my head slammed back. And he grabbed me by the arms and held me there, so | couldn't get 
away from him. If | tried to move, he just gripped harder." 


And it did hurt. What went unsaid, Reb could read as Jeff continued to hold his arms where George had 
grabbed him, and rub like he was trying to work out the hard knots that formed beneath the type of deep- 
muscle bruise that took weeks to disappear. He now had no doubt of his fear why Jeff had constantly been in 


long sleeves those last couple of weeks. 


Oddly enough, he seemed calmer and more composed than he had, describing going back to the same place, but 


his eyes were glazed over like he was in a trance. 


"| was already pinned and on my way down, and | thought he was gonna." Jeff trailed off and shook his head, 


only displaying awareness of his current reality for a split second before continuing. 


"He had his hand in position to go for the face, up from the bottom of the nose, and | lost most of my sight - 
| don't know if it was from hitting my head, or if | was passing out to protect myself from the pain, like my 
body was bracing itself." 


Reb didn't know much about how it worked, but the sort of impact Jeff was describing was something he knew 
could kill a person. Hard upward impact from underneath the nose could break the bone and force the sharp 
edges up into the brain Even without a deadly blow, it probably was dangerous enough for someone already 


with a concussion. 


"| don't know when he changed trajectory, but last second, he punched me, center-chest instead. Maybe that 
was a better outcome, but | couldn't breathe in right after, so it didn't end up any less scary in the moment. 
And then he let up. He let go without warning and | fell down along the wall. | wasn't in position to catch myself, 
because | didn't think he would let go, amongst all kinds of other reasons. | think even if | was in position, | 
probably would have gone down anyway because my legs, with adrenaline and all.” 


Jeff trailed off again The light was fading from his eyes, and he was clutching his sternum and breathing 
heavily, as if he could still feel the impact as he described it. 


"The wall kept me from going down hard, anyway. | don't even know if | could get up or not, because | didn't 
even try. My hope, which was probably the one thing going through my head | can remember, was that if | 
stayed down, and if | didn't move, then he wouldn't do any more to me. At least that's what | think | was 
thinking then. And | can't tell if it was more from hitting my head or being in shock, but it's hard to remember 
much else after that. Just being cold and numb. Everything was hazy and dim -I had tunnel vision. Then Mick 
and Don were there, and all | could really see was them. | can't remember how long it took them to find me, 
what they said to me, or how | responded to them. | do remember when they checked me over, because | 


didn't want to get out of my sweatshirt. It was cold, and my arms felt sore and heavy -and | hadn't seen my 


bruises yet, but | knew they were there. And then they finally got me out of it, and Don nearly hurled at the 
sight." 


Jeff paused and gulped. His gaze looked more lucid, though his eyes were still dull with dread. 


"That pretty much told me how bad it was, even without seeing anything.. and | didn't want to see it, either. Of 
course, | had to, eventually -later on, | did. I'm not sure if it was a blessing to know how bad things were 


before | had to see it, or if it just made me more scared of seeing it when | did." 


He didn't just have his arms covered to hide what was happening to the public, Reb realized, now knowing the 
additional reasons for covering up he had hoped weren't at play indeed were true. And even though nobody in 


Winger had anything physical to hide, he knew those too, and they were harder to deal with. 


That fear of facing just how bad the unfolding situation was -it could take over everything. Even more than 
the public and his touring mates, Jeff didn't want to see his own arms. He had avoided it at all costs.. even 
though there was enough things visibly off for anyone paying attention to figure out he was hiding something. 
He'd forced himself to put on an outward appearance of being okay, for the sake of getting through the rest 
of the tour. 


Just like Winger had put on a brave front onstage, until they couldn't any longer -until Kip himself had been 


unable to pretend he was alright and find a point in carrying on 


And even worse than that was the shame. The feeling of shame following the fear was intense and suffocating, 
and in hindsight, piecing together all he'd seen and what he knew now, Reb could only imagine how much Jeff 
had suffered, getting onstage those last two weeks with George, and being around Alice's group with all the 
hints they'd seen that something was terribly wrong. 


"Anyway. After that and all the questions they must have asked me, | guess they took me some place to get 
looked at, and | had dangerously low blood pressure and spent an hour there on an IV, and | got discharged with 
drugs | had to take the next few days, but | don't really remember that while it was happening, either. Just, 
waking up from a nightmare on the couch, more or less in Don's lap, after all that. That's the most vivid 
memory | have of what happened in the rest of the night, and most of the next day. 


"He was singing to me; | remember that. Not sure why, but as far as | understand, he was trying to comfort 
me, even though he knew he couldn't make anything better. And then the next two weeks were pretty much a 
living nightmare, coming out of shock, coming around from the worst of the concussion | had, coming to the 
realization of what had happened and what was going to happen, and then feeling the pain full force, and having 
to be on the same bus and stage with George after what happened" 


| know that part had to be strange," Reb finally spoke, debating if each word he said showed enough 
understanding and sympathy as he intended. "When he did go back to you guys. Alice really tried to keep things 
hushed on the bus and didn't give anyone a chance to catch what was going on He's always been big on phone 


privacy, and he made us all get off the bus when he called Don to let him know where George was. So, | guess 


if that helps to know, we didn't know anything -we just knew something happened, because George was out of 
it and physically sick.. and | know it was a lot worse for you guys." 


"And actually, that was what made it all really weird" Jeff realized, nodding in agreement, almost with a sort of 
relief. "He acted like he was sorry for it -like it was killing him, those last couple of weeks, having to live with 
us and see what he'd done. Like seeing it actually did make him sick And if he was the same person | thought 
he was back in the 80s, that might have been true. Maybe his old self was trying to push past whoever has 
control of him -l keep trying to tell myself that that's why he didn't go for my face in the end, and why he 
dropped me so fast when he did. Like that part of him got control for a second and said ‘what have | done’? Or 
something close enough, not that l'm saying it made what he did any more okay. | mean, whoever was with us, 
I'd like to think he had to be feeling something on a subconscious level, to be so terribly ill for days after. It 
was so much like the old George was trying to be there -way more than he had been in the weeks leading up 
to it, that when he left -when he physically left us, at the end of that leg of the tour you were with us on -l 
felt like | was losing him then And that's how | handled it, too. | don't envy Don and the place he was in that 
night, with having to deal with me. The way | reacted then, you'd think he'd died. Maybe it felt like he did, in 


some ways." 
"The part of him you loved him for," said Reb understandingly. 


"That | used to," Jeff insisted. "What we used to have between us died that night. And in hindsight, | already 
had lost him long before that -it was pretty much braindead on life support because | guess | wasn't ready to 
let it go. | guess some things hit differently at different times. Because now, when | think of him leaving, and | 
think of how he acted leading up to the incident, and how he's acted over the last few months, and it's hard to 
recognize something's even missing, as weird as that probably sounds. He'd already been fading away for a long 
time before it ever happened -the only reason that day was a shock was from trying to ignore all the signs. | 
look back at those two weeks from the attack to when he left, and think, ‘Wow. That actually happened! It's not 
just this bizarre dream it all feels like it was, looking back. Even now, it still doesn't feel real. And | don't really 
feel anything anymore, when | think about the night he left us. And maybe l'm glad for that, because | don't 


really know how | should feel about it, anyway." 

Jeff's eyes were void of any palpable emotion, aside from the faint bitterness that had already been there as 
he described the ending, though Reb could easily believe it had been much harder when it actually had 
happened. He, too, was more surprised that Jeff was as stoic as he was recounting the parting of ways and 


the conflicting feelings it had caused, even knowing it was hard to believe in hindsight. 


"That's a lot," he said, still awestruck. "And I'm sure what's been happening lately was a lot, going back into it - 
you thought it was over then?" 


Jeff nodded. "Yeah. Wishful thinking." 


Wincing, Reb shook his head. "I really do hope it's over for real this time.” 


He had plenty of snarky comments in his head about how having to deal with a lawsuit thrown by George 
after such an attack was bullshit. Reb could have said something snarky, fueled by how many times he'd 
thought all the drama sparked by the Metallica video might have been settling down, before something set it 
off again. 


But Reb held it in, and didn't have the intense urge to blurt out those thoughts into a rant. Jeff didn't need 
that. Jeff was the one who needed to rant and work through his lingering, internal conflicts, rather than listen 


to Reb rant. 


Funny, he thought, how much easier it was to stay level-headed, when the person who had suffered the crisis 
was present with him, combined with coming in from the outside. Maybe that was how John Roth managed to 
cope with joining so many bands in the aftermath of tragedy, though it was still difficult enough for Reb to 


have mad respect for it. 
Jeff nodded a silent thanks. 


"I know it is this time. I'm trying to tell myself that when I'm scared it's not. Because | thought it was, but 
then he went home, and a month later he began throwing lawsuits like he was trying to attack in the only way 
he could by a distance. With everything that's happened since then, what | really know -I know | don't know him 
anymore. This stranger -| don't know if he'll ever be the same person | knew, and | don't know if I'd be able to 
trust him, even if he did become that person again Mick once asked me if | would, and | can't answer that 
question yet. There's just -there's too much | don't know, and some things l'm not ready to know. Maybe after 
what Mick and | got past, I'm more willing to admit it might not be a ‘never’, but | still can't promise that. For 
right now, | don't want to see or hear from him at all" 


"Nothing wrong with that,” assured Reb. / can't blame him. Hard as it was taking an attack from someone we 


didn't know, | cant imagine.. 


"I think | do feel better," remarked Jeff, still with uncertainty of it, but looking a bit brighter in the eyes and 
less weighed down. "I know it's still not gonna be a linear thing, getting past it, and I'm still gonna have a bad 
day here and there, but still. It's over, and a lot of the different parts aren't as difficult to figure out.. a lot 
of stuff thats happened since then kind of explains a lot of stuff | didn't understand then." 


‘Sometimes answers don't come right away, even though we wish they would" Reb felt his heart ache a bit as 
he repeated something Kip had once said, trying to reassure Reb as much as he likely was himself, following a 
bad night onstage in their final months of touring. 


"That's about all there is to that. You can ask me about something else -or tell me about something you want 
to, | guess. Or if you want to stay a while longer, we can see what's on to watch, and listen to something,” Jeff 
offered. "I know we really should save the jamming for Wednesday, but if there's something else you want to 
play, we can do that, too.” 


"Well, we mentioned ‘Wish You Were Here'" Reb suggested. "We can't cover it for the album, but that doesn't 


mean we can't jam on it for fun, and that won't take away from what we have to get back to." 
"| like that," Jeff agreed. "Something simple to get back to playing with. And you have your guitar with you?" 


A few minutes later, Reb had retrieved his guitar from his car, and was following Jeff into the in-home studio 
he'd created in a small den at the back of his house. It was obvious which side Jeff tended to work on, 
because it was in a semblance of order, despite having plenty of wires and pedals and amps going on. The other 


side was bare by comparison, but the few things within it were slightly dusty and in disorder. 


"Sorry it's a little messy. You know, | haven't had anyone in here with me since George was last here," Jeff 
admitted, taking a duster to the guitar amp and pedal board, and releasing the connecting wires, which he'd 
unplugged and curled up into bundles secured with rubber bands for storage. "I guess it's well past time that 
changed, too." 


There was an old, bittersweet nostalgia, and a sort of comfort from a less tense and formal setting, playing in 


a home studio. 


It felt good and soothing, playing the soft, acoustic chords with Jeff, before breaking off to pick out the leads 
on his own while Jeff held the rhythm. At the same time, a small part deep inside Reb still couldn't help but 
wish Kip was there with him. And while the trauma was far too fresh for Jeff to wrap his head around it, 
Reb was sure some part deep inside of Jeff wished that everything that had gone down with George hadn't 
happened -that Shadowlife had been a solo effort that had gone well, and that he wasn't on whatever drugs he 
was on that had turned him violent, and that he was there instead, working on the next Dokken album as the 


person he'd been in the past. 


But it couldn't be that way. Because Winger had disbanded due to an excess of criticism -resulting from a few 
attacks that just happened to coincide with grunge taking over the classic metal scene, and Kip was dealing with 
the aftermath of a personal tragedy he felt the need to protect Reb from. And George had tried to destroy 

Dokken from the inside-out, and attacked his bandmates in a violent outburst -including the one who had loved 


him most of all. 
Wow. 
All of that actually had happened. 


And whether or not they could believe any of it had, it was up to both of them to help each other decide 
what happened next, and if they'd find themselves again along the way. 


Maybe its True Nothing Lasts Forever 


Author's Notes: 

This chapter has some connections to "In the Beginning" -unless its something very AU, any of my fics with 
the same bands can be subtly connected for the sake of symbolic meaning, and this is a more obvious case of 
it. | realize I'm probably about to break the hearts of those who read and enjoyed that story. It was also a 
very hard chapter to write personally, when | wrote the bulk of it in 2019 -and one of the ones that drove me 
to put the story on hiatus. When | channel Reb's character, it turns out his personality is very close to mine, 
so a lot of his feelings will touch things that I've felt before -some from around that time. The shouting in 
the dark in particular, so it ended up a little cathartic. It's a good thing Jeff is exuberant, because that's a 
place where Reb can very easily fall into self-pity -even if he doesn't want to come off that way or have 
others pity him, his feeling of being lost in Kip's absence is so strong that he would still feel alone with three 
other people with him. So, admittedly, some of this might have been projecting on Reb at one time, though at 


least as of now, not so much. 


Leaning against the wall, Reb blew out a sigh, before sitting down on the piano bench with his guitar and his old 


track recorder. 


Since the week approaching the court date, the old piano in the corner of the studio had more or less become 
the designated station of retreat for anyone in distress who didn't necessarily want to be alone, but didn't 


want to be standing directly in the action whilst already overwhelmed. 


Even Mick had sat at it once after a moment Don left on a half-hour walk without warning, though he'd taken 
his own spin on it by literally banging his head into the keys. The sound was tremendous. Both Jeff and Reb 
supposed it had the outcome Mick desired, because they both cracked up at it after startling, and for better 


or worse, the tension was released for a little while. 


Don had actually been alright for the first few days back in the studio. From that Wednesday, all the way 
through that Saturday, he'd been more engaged. It wasn't hard to tell if he was pleased with the way things 


were going, and even when he did disagree with an idea, he wasn't quite as caustic in expressing it. 


It was still a bit harsher than what Reb was used to, but this amount, he could chalk up to a dry, cynical 
personality. The important meaning stuck with him, and the tone rolled off his back. 


With Jeff's help, they'd finished off their demo for "Drown". Jeff couldn't have contributed to it on the day 
Don and Reb had done the majority of the work to flesh out the basic guitar line he'd outlined earlier, and the 
vocal melody, but being able to play it after the dreaded court experience undoubtedly gave him a 
constructive way to channel out his remaining feelings of disgust over it. Everyone left in good spirits, feeling 
satisfied with their accomplishments. 


But then Don came in late the following Monday, and the dark cloud was back over him as they all set off to 
work on another idea they'd sketched out. 


Things went downhill from there. 


Some of the criticism had been constructive. It was clear enough what Don didn't like at first, and what he 
wanted Reb to try instead. Sometimes, it wasn't articulated as well as Kip could have, and it took a moment, 


but he could figure out what it meant soon enough. Reb could deal with that, too. 


"I get what you're going for, Reb. | like the progression. But you're playing everything in the rhythm section 
under the verse so closed off. | need you to play more open Open your chords up just a litte bit" 


On a section of chugging, palm-muted chords, that could have just as easily meant opening up a barre chord 
and not pressing down across the entire neck, to let the upper strings ring out. Trying that had earned Reb 
another disapproving head-shake from Don. 


"| didn't say you have to change the progression,” Don insisted. "The chords themselves are fine. | want you to 


play them more open -don't stifle them so much." 


That had been where it clicked for Reb. Don wanted him to ease up on how heavily he was muting the chords. 
He wanted Reb to let them ring out just a bit longer, whilst still maintaining the staccato, chugging rhythm 
that palm muting could create. Which, in a way, did involve opening up -by reducing how much he kept the 
strings closed off beneath his palm. 


It made enough sense. Dokken was a highly melodic band, yet had almost always been driven by a single guitar 
line. Even with the heavy, palm-muted chord effect on plenty of their hits, the notes had to ring out enough 


to carry the instrumental melody. 


In Winger, when Reb's lead had involved chugging, muted chords, the instrumental melody was usually still being 
carried by a secondary guitar rhythm, or a keyboard line. He could focus more on creating the heavy effect in 
those instances, and not worry so much about the rest. With his time with Alice Cooper resting mainly on 
replicating existing guitar lines, and his session work not often requiring the effect, Reb hadn't ever had to give 
much thought toward creating a fine balance between muting chords and letting their notes carry through. 


So Reb had to run through the line a few times, getting a feel for the new strategy, and figuring out his 
timing of when to lay down on the strings to both mute them, and allow them to ring out. Jeff stepped in with 
him and played along, helping him gauge his timing along with the bass line. 


It was a challenge, but Reb didn't mind. He figured it was a skill he'd had the luxury of overlooking in the past, 
but could put to plenty of use in the future. Not unlike plenty of skills he'd picked up when he'd first started 


working with Kip -back when he was far more stubborn and sensitive in the face of criticism. 


He really had come a long way. The thought of which kept him hopeful as he went along under Don's watch. 


A few run-through with Jeff, and Reb played his adjusted rhythm line, alongside Jeff, earning a double 


thumbs-up and a tired, lip-curl of approval from Don 
"There it is." 


However, by the next day, a new issue had come up -as one always would -with how Don felt about Reb's 
transition from the intro lead to that verse rhythm. This time, it seemed to be solely a matter or preference, 


and something Don couldn't describe, leaving Reb to search blindly for a solution 


‘Its too abrupt," Don insisted, stopping them when they tried to do a run through of what they had so far, 
after Reb and Jeff had crafted an extension of the intro. Since it seemed more and more likely that the song 
would be called ‘Haunted Lullabye’ as the lyrics of the chorus developed, Jeff used a synthesizer set to sound 
like a toy piano to start off mimicking a music box. Then they both played parallel guitar lines -Jeff on 
acoustic, and Reb using a clean setting -before Jeff made a final switch onto the bass, and Reb kicked on the 
distortion and went into the main lead. 


"So do you think | should drop the pick slide, figure out how to continue the arpeggios into the distorted 
section, and just fade the tone in?" 


"Not there," corrected Don. “All that you and Jeff put together is fine. | want the end of the intro to not stop 
so abruptly when the verse starts. If the whole thing's going to be distorted at the start of the verse - 
telephone-filter vocals and all -its already going to feel abrupt. Which is fine. But if you're slamming the 
brakes on from long, full chords in the intro to muting in combination with that, it's gonna be overkill. | want to 
feel impact, not whiplash." 


"At what point does abrupt stop being ‘too abrupt for the right effect?" Reb groaned, once Don had stepped 


out on another one of his pensive walks. 
"Beats me.’ Mick tossed his hands up, before leaving to blow off steam on his motorcycle. 


"Reality is, he doesn't know, either," reassured Jeff, despite a slight hint of frustration in his voice. "We'll get it 
right. l'm sure you'll figure it out -take that riff and get innovative with it like only you can. | know we haven't 
been going too overboard in the demo state with the extra fills and solos, but maybe that's what it needs to 


come together." 


Reb liked Jeff's idea, but it did take thought. He'd stayed up for the better part of two nights to memorize 
the lead riff, and he didn't want to change the main structure now. Tweaking anything so soon gave him anxiety 
about forgetting it, even with the structure remaining the same. 


So he sat by himself at the piano, taking a moment to check his nerves, before listening over and over to the 


intro on his track recorder, and compared it to how it sounded with a couple of minor adjustments, between 


timing and fills. He focused hard on that, and tried hard to think of the most subtle nuances within each option 
that made up what he considered to be a ‘Dokken Sound' -and to think of anything else he hadn't tried adding 
or removing yet that might get it to whatever Don wanted it to sound like. 


All of a sudden, the audio playing back from the recorder distorted terribly. It sounded like a tape that had 
been stretched out and warped, except the sudden grinding noise that joined it told Reb it was more than 
damage to the tape itself. 


He made a frantic move to reach over and hit the button to stop the playback, but just a millisecond too soon, 


it jammed to a halt with a loud, popping noise. 
Then there was silence. All-consuming, eerie silence that made the air itself feel still and void of life. 
It was dark in the room. The sky was overcast, so the window by the piano wasn't providing much light: 


Only now, was Reb aware of how dark it was. He hadn't realized the sun was already hidden behind clouds for 
quite some time before. From what he perceived beforehand, it might as well have gone out with the flick of a 
switch. 


Reb could see through the tape reels, bits of broken metal, and he could see where the tape between the two 
sides had started to shred between the stripping gears it had jammed itself in when it jumped the track. The 
faint smell of smoke beginning to taint the air told just how violently the fragile, fatigued bearing had blown 
out, even as he still sat, paralyzed by fading disbelief and buzzing with adrenaline. 


His hands shook, and his arms felt too heavy to shrug, let alone lift, as the plunging sensation he'd felt in his 
chest while struggling to find the stop button he'd known by muscle memory for years only grew stronger as 


realization set in. 


That track recorder had accompanied the first letter Reb had ever gotten from Kip during a time they were 
apart. Kip had sent it after leaving for his first tour with Alice -the first time he'd gone on the road since 
he'd become friends with Reb. Years later, Reb had not decided whether he was embarrassed of the emotional 
reaction he had over it, or if he was grateful that they'd turned a bad start around and become so close that 
it was worth that much to him. 


Symbolically, it reminded him of everything that letter had said. That Kip was still there for him, even when he 
was away, and would always come back someday. There wasn't much reason to need something physical to 
represent that, but it had meant the world to Reb when Kip hadn't been present to help him through his 
composing endeavors, and had meant more than ever in the past few years, when the letters of the past were 


a seldom-seen gesture. 


After the initial disbandment of Winger, while he'd exchanged on the phone with Kip and the others, they still 
had written some notes back and forth in the mail. Particularly with Paul, since he wasn't there anymore, and 


John was more often than not easier to reach by mail, as back then, he'd still had his older landline service 


that didn't often stay connected for more than ten minutes. Even with their short time together, their time 
with John was just like Reb's first time working with Kip before he'd left on tour with Alice. John had been 
wonderful in their hour of need, becoming just as much family as anyone else in the band, and none of them 


were going leave him and never speak to him again. 


Then, when all phone calls with Kip stopped in the wake of tragedy, most of the letters stopped too. The only 
contact Reb had was short notes sent with simplistic, generic messages at birthdays, and around the winter 


holidays. 


Reb had been lucky enough to be on guard the first year for the one he received a week before Christmas, 
because the week before Hanukkah started, and before Alice had a break scheduled in the tour, he'd found Paul 
in their hotel room after he'd gone to pick up the mail. He was standing over the sink in the bathroom, stil 
sniffling as he splashed cold water up and dried his face with the hand towel, trying to erase the evidence of 


tears. 


Out of concern following the rough year it had been, Reb asked Paul if everything was alright, despite knowing 
the true answer just by looking at him, and seeing the weary, red-rimmed eyes. Paul Taylor. The jokester. 


The trouble-maker. The one who usually only cried from laughing too hard. 


"Yeah, I'm fine. Just give it a couple more weeks,” he said in a choked voice when Reb asked him. "You'll 


probably know why." 


That told Reb enough. The detached letter still felt too real and emotional even being prepared. Every bit as 
emotional as the first one he'd ever received, with all its encouragement. Even though they couldn't speak, and 
it told him nothing about how Kip was doing, just a sign of life meant the world to him -that and the sign that 
Kip still thought about them and cared while riding out his personal crisis. 


Twice, Reb responded in detail, thanking Kip and wishing him well, as well as reminding him that while he 
understood Kip needed time alone, he was a phone call or letter away the moment that changed, and would 
always be there. Though Reb eventually resorted to only sending the same generic messages that he received 
when it was appropriate. He couldn't tell if Kip wasn't responding because he had the same reasons for not 
calling, or if the detailed messages upset him, which Reb couldn't bear to risk doing. And without a response, 
Reb began to feel that he was shouting in the dark. The longer he tried, the more lonely it made him feel, 
until he no longer had the heart to try. 


He could only remind himself that logically, Kip wouldn't need to be reminded of such after being told once. 


Just as Reb had never forgotten the same told to him in the letter accompanying the track recorder. Stil 
lying silenced on the top of the piano. 


And then a voice finally broke the silence encapsulating Reb. Shattered the imaginary glass box he felt he was 
suddenly locked and paralyzed within 


"Reb, what happened? Did something -oh.." 


Jeff trailed off, watching as Reb found the strength to pick up the track recorder and set it in his lap, curling 
his arms around the sides. He didn't say anything, nor did he make any motion to hit buttons or adjust the 
wheels. Instead, he just held it there in his arms and stared down inside the casing. 


Jeff couldn't help but think that Reb looked like someone who had found their beloved dog or cat dead. Cradling 
the lifeless body whilst in a state of shock. 


"Its broken, too, isn't it?" 
"Yeah. It just blew out of nowhere." 
‘lm sorry about that" Jeff winced. 


Its probably a miracle it didn't do this a long time ago, to be honest,” declared Reb, uneasily, as if trying to 


convince himself of the fact. "I've recorded a lot on this over the years, and taken it just about everywhere.” 


"Still, you've had it awhile. It has a lot of meaning to it" Jeff sneaked a look at the front panels. "Looks like it 


was pretty advanced for its time; was it expensive?" 


"No, or at least not for me. | got it as a gift. God knows how old it is. It was already old and beat up when | 
got it; this was gonna happen someday. | already have another one from Alice. And | can get a new one if | 


really need it." 


Reb wasn't sure if he was trying to assure Jeff that it was bound to happen and not that serious as much as 
he was trying to convince himself, for the sake of being able to accept it. 


After his time with Alice, Reb could have gotten himself a new recorder with far more features, and multiple 
tracks if he'd wanted to. Heck, a brand new one would have probably been a lot less bulky and awkward to 
carry around and store than either of the ones he had. He'd probably find a new one easier to use once he 


figured out how it worked 

He didn't want a new one though. And while the one he had from Alice was nice, and more capable in it's own 
ways, right then, he wanted the track recorder Kip had given him, and only that one. No other would have the 
same meaning to him, ever. 


"That one was special though." Jeff beat him to it. 


Reb nodded and bit the inside of his lip hard, contemplating how well he could trust himself with words, and 
where lay the line of getting too upset over an inanimate object. 


"Think it's just something small out of place that can be put back?" 


Jeff tried to get a closer look, but Reb shook his head and pointed to where one of the components up top had 
visibly busted apart into jagged pieces, and Jeff could see it and feel his heart sink, knowing Reb's was just as 
broken as the machinery. 


"Maybe we should just take a break from everything in here for a while." Jeff sat down in an extra chair 


beside the piano. 


Heaving a sigh, Reb stood up, still holding the recorder in his arms. He crossed the room to set it down gently 
in the trash can. Getting rid of it would be easier before the thoughts of his attachment to it began nagging 
him. But he set it down rather than dropping it in. He wanted to think that he wasn't throwing it out, but 
rather, laying it to rest. 


If he could make himself believe that. 
If that was just how its final moments had to be, because that was just how the world seemed to turn, lately. 


"I don't want to get my hopes up on it, Jeff," he finally admitted, sitting back down on the piano bench. "I just 
need to get my shit together and figure out how to make this guitar line come together. | shouldn't have to 
depend on that for a small tweak anyway -| shouldn't still be forgetting my own riffs after this many years of 
this." 


"No," insisted Jeff sternly, "there are plenty of highly regarded musicians who have reasons they can't write 
alone -some with far more complicated reasons than that. There is no reason to be ashamed of that when you 
can play the way you do, and | know I'm not the first person to tell you that. There's gotta be a way we can 
make this easier for you, especially now that we're getting close to moving on from the demo phase, and if 


there's anything you think we could try, I'll do whatever to make it happen 


"You don't have to wait hand and foot on me," Reb insisted. "That's only going to cause trouble with Don later. 


He's dealing with enough, and you've been through it more recently than | have." 


"Don," insisted Jeff, raising his index finger up. He spoke in the exact same tone as he had the very first 
night he'd been in the studio, when they talked outside. Sympathetic to Reb's inner turmoil, but vehemently 
refusing to let him fall into self-pity. 


"Don't. That doesn't matter -we're all dealing with stuff, and quite frankly, | don't care who's dealt with more 
of it recently, or who's had it worse. Just like it's not an excuse for Don to bring everyone else down with his 
moods, it's not an excuse for us to leave you hanging. It's not going to take a whole upheaval for us to do 
something to at least make this easier for you. | didn't say its gonna go without a hitch for everyone, but we 
can find a happy medium somewhere. Already, this album has been so easy for us, compared to all the past 
ones we've done, it would probably still be a cakewalk for Mick and | to make some adjustments. So please, by 


all means, tell us if we can help you." 


"I don't know if you can -of how you can, that's the problem -because most of it's just me and my own 
issues." Reb pressed his fingertips to the sides of his head for emphasis. "I know that half of that earlier has 
nothing to do with me, and | don't blame Don for not being in a state of handling what's happening, but on days 
like this, | don't know how I'm supposed to deal with that. And I'm not used to being told | need to change 
something -or that something I'm playing is wrong without being given a more clear idea of what | need to be 
doing instead. Don't get me wrong -l know he knows what he wants, and it's fair of him to request that. Once | 
figure it out, | wholeheartedly understand his reasons for it. And | do enjoy learning from it. But at stages of 
it, like right now, | feel like I'm holding everyone back, and it's just so stressful." 


"Honestly?" asked Jeff, raising his eyebrows. "Just wait until we move on from the demo stage and to official 
recording, and see how long we wait around while he does take after take on vocals, because he'll be ten times 
harder on himself to get it right for the album. And I'll be brutally honest -he hasn't been taking the best 
care of his voice lately. My point? You're not holding anyone back -but | get where you're coming from, 


especially when you're used to a much different writing dynamic." 


"And this one isn't bad at all. When I'm putting down the instrumentals with you, it feels incredible," Reb 
admitted. "| haven't felt this capable since Winger disbanded, for as much doubt as | feel on days like these." 


Jeff heaved a sigh and leaned forward, chin resting on his curled hands, elbows propped on his knees. 


"Well.. we don't have to do everything here. If you're comfortable with it, we can work on some things at my 
house and then bring what we figure out to the studio with us on a mobile unit. A lot of the time, it's just 
you and me, anyway. Maybe that could knock down some of the stress of trying to get everything right at 


once.” 


"Maybe it would, but wouldn't that just drive us apart and keep us from being on the same page? | mean, | 
trust you if its what you've done in the past -it's not something l'm used to myself" Winger wrote apart at 
times on the road, but Reb couldn't fathom them spending time apart once they reached the studio phase of 
the writing process, though on further thought, he did suppose they hadn't had that opportunity of pre-studio 
writing time with the lineup change. 


And | don't want to alienate Don just because he's different than what l'm used to," Reb added. "It's still not his 
fault he's dealing with some of the stuff he is." 


"It probably would be best to stick around here during the demos, if it's not too much, but I'm talking when we 
start getting into the official lines and have an idea of how everything goes. We don't have to all be here 
during all the rehearsal, deciding on what details we want to add, or what we want to change with solos -if we 
want to extend them or anything," explained Jeff. "That stuff can take days to decide, anyway. And then we 
could all get together, check in, and decide that we still need to tweak some stuff. But Don doesn't need us 
standing over him while he works on his vocals -and that goes both ways. And Don knows Mick and | will come 
help him if he needs us and he asks. He knows we're there for him. If he doesn't accept it, thats his choice 


to make -you can't force him. Believe me, | wish | could help him, and like I've said, it kills Mick when he can't 


-but sometimes, there's only so much you can do. | know that's something easier to hear from someone else 


than to try and convince yourself, and it's true." 
Reb nodded, taking a moment to process his thoughts. 


"Well, | do like the idea of being able to really focus and work on the instrumentals and getting everything in 
full context before having to put it together with everything else. Especially once we have a plan, and | know at 
least what /m trying to do. | guess that could possibly help with some things sounding off to Don just because 
it's not complete yet" 


"Give me some time to talk to Mick," Jeff decided. "And you're absolutely right. We do still need to meet up 
here at least twice a week to get on the same page, but we can work on certain things outside of the studio. 
Already, we have times where some of us don't have stuff to do other than stand around and watch each 
other until the phone rings, or someone finishes their part -there's going to be even more hurry up and wait 
once we have all the demos written. We can easily work out a new schedule. And it doesn't have to be in 
stone. | think it could take a lot of pressure off all of us with what we have going on" 


"Don would have more time for his own stuff," Reb realized. 
"And in turn, that could help, too. Or not -but its worth trying when we get to it, okay?" 
Reb nodded. "Thank you, Jeff. | really can't say how much | appreciate it" 


"Its really no problem at all" Brightening up a bit, Jeff decided to pull the subject back to where Reb felt most 


confident. 


"Now, about that intro. How about you play me something you tried, and | play through with you, and we get 
that on the mixing board while you still have it?" 


By the end of the day, a couple of descending licks inserted between the main intro chords were just enough to 
satisfy Don's request. Jeff ran through it with Reb several times, both before and after seeking Don's opinion, 
helping him solidify it before it was time to go home for the night. 


For the rest of the time in the studio, and on the drive home, Reb felt alright, despite the void on the front 


passenger seat beside him, where the track recorder would have been. 


He did notice the lack of background sound when he sat down at home to run through the intro with the added 
licks, just to make sure he still had it. Jeff had gone over it with him enough that he still felt comfortable, 
despite the missing sense of security backing him up. 


Then, when tiredness set in and it came time to go to sleep, Reb's eyes zeroed in on the lack of the track 
recorder's silhouette on the table beside his bed, where it always sat, ready in case an idea hit him in the 
middle of the night, to ensure he wouldn't forget it by morning. 


That didn't sit right. 


That was when Reb felt the plunging hole in his stomach return, without the sense of shock to keep it from 


feeling entirely real. 


Suddenly, he was wide awake again, digging out a binder from beneath his bed, which held pictures of him and 
his band mates, and letters they'd sent. Including every single letter Kip had ever sent him from the road, and 
in their times apart between Winger‘s tours. The listless, generic holiday wishes from the past two years, 
going back to their efforts to keep in touch and encourage each other's separate endeavors after disbanding 
but before the tragedy, and finally, all the way back to that very first, faded letter from the same day he'd 


first possessed the track recorder. 


He tucked the binder under his pillow -just as he had with the track recorder the first night he'd had it, not 
giving a damn in the world that he was going to wake up with a hellish crick in his neck by the way it felt. 


Funnily enough, the track recorder had been several times thicker under the edge of his pillow than the binder, 
and it never felt strange at all, those nights before Reb had a bedside table to set it on. At the time, it felt 
like it had always belonged there. 


Thinking back to it, Reb wanted that track recorder under the edge of his pillow for the first time in a 
decade. He wished he could have the comfort of knowing it was there, even though he knew it was pointless 
to have it there when it wouldn't save him from losing a riff in its damaged state. Even if it wasn’t healthy 
to keep everything just because of the memory attached to it, he wanted the physical form of it. 


He found himself missing Kip more than ever as it set in that he couldn't walk into the other room and get it. 


It was gone too, and unlike Kip, it wasn't coming back someday. 


its okay, Reb tried to tell himself. He tried to put himself back into his dream on the subway with Kip in his 


mind, repeating the mantra over and over. 
Something else in his mind just wanted to scream over it in raspy cacophony. 
No, you idiot! Its NOT okay! 


its not your fault, argued a softer, monotone voice. /f would have happened anyway. It just didnt happen at the 
best time, if there would have been such a thing 


‘Its okay," Reb moaned aloud as he lifted his head and forcefully turned his entire body over, shifting the 


pillow down lower over the binder's edge. "H's okay.” 


He didn’t realize he was working himself up into tears until he felt them crawling sideways across his nose and 


temple, down toward the pillow, and that was the last thing he remembered before crashing out, emotionally 


overwhelmed by the day. 

The next morning, though Don was out and none of them had planned to be in, Jeff drove into the studio. He'd 
left his practice amp by mistake. It still felt strange working out new parts from home on his larger home 
studio system when he was alone. He was used to doing it with someone by his side if it wasn't just 
experimenting on a practice amp, and he wasn't quite ready to face that part of his loss yet. 

Jeff reached into the trashcan and retrieved the lifeless tape recorder. 

He knew it had no function now, and the odds of being able to fix it were little-to-none. It was probably too old 
to find replacement parts for, and most electronic repair services would say it wasn't worth trying anyway, 
even if it could have been. 


In terms of functionality, and technology, it was obsolete and worthless. 


The meaning it carried and the stories behind it, however, were invaluable. A price couldn't be put on it, nor 


could anything match what it was worth in the same way. 
And those things were still very much alive in it. 


Finding an open space in the back of the storage cabinet, Jeff stowed the track recorder away to resume its 


quiet hi bernation. 


If Reb ever got back with Kip or left the band and never mentioned it again, he promised himself to set it 
down in the trash can with the same careful respect he'd watched Reb put it down with. 


But for now, he held onto it in secret. Just in case Reb regretted tossing it out of angry impulse, and wished 


he'd kept it. 


There, it would sit in stasis, waiting for him to come back and get it when he was ready. 


[ll Be Fine For Now Just Reminiscing 


Author's Notes: 

There's not much to write home about this simple chapter, which came out to being everything | needed it to 
be, and nothing extra.. but satisfyingly easy to fall together. It's setting up some things for future 
installments, but Jeff's interest in superhero comics made for a good parallel and extension to the previous 
chapter -just different enough to become a chapter of its own It also brought an opportunity to finally see a 
settlement to the cover song issue, with the decision to cover Three Dog Night/Harry Nilsson's "One"... which, 
considering all that the members of Dokken went through during the timeframe is actually quite fitting. 


Reb watched around the corner as Mick walked into the live room with a beat-up cardboard box covered in US 
Postal Service stickers and codes. Through the control-room window, he saw Jeff set his acoustic guitar 


down, rise from his stool, and take a step toward Mick 


He saw Mick set the box down and talk to Jeff with an unusually solemn expression for himself, and could see 
the faraway look cast a shadow on Jeffs features. His smile faded and his eyes dulled. Reb had only seen that 
look on Jeff a rare, few times in the weeks they'd been together, and from as far as he had seen, it was 


never good. 


Mick stayed there for a minute, exchanging words with Jeff, who mostly responded with wordless nodding. That 
was also unusual. He didn't look like the friendly, outgoing, positive Jeff Pilson. Rather, he looked 
uncharacteristically shy and fearful, and wore a stricken look -a different one than he'd had that terrible day 
before the last court date, but one that Reb knew all too well. 


As Mick went to leave, Jeff stood up to access the box, and before he could, Mick pulled him into a bear hug. 
He closed the door on his way out, but the sorrowful look on Mick's face and the way Jeffs fingers had curled 
around Mick's sides as he leaned in without any resistance -even with the way the past couple of months had 


been -told Reb enough about what the contents of the box had to do with. 


Concerned, Reb followed Mick out of the control room and into the lounge. He stopped following Mick, who 
continued outside, and turned to where Don sat at the table with his lyric notebook. 


"Is Jeff gonna be alright to play any more with us today?" 


"That's questionable," muttered Don, a bit dryly, and perhaps even knocked down a step himself by the 


unpleasant reality. 


"Yeah," agreed Reb, managing to find the courage to mimic facetious surprise toward Don, "it i questionable." 


Already, it had been a slow-going day already. It wasn't entirely a bad thing for Reb himself; he was grateful 

to not have to worry too much about rehearsing too many new riffs to remember on his own overnight, just 
two days after what he understood to be the untimely death of his sacred track recorder. He had the newer 
one from Alice with him, but wasn't looking forward to making use of it for the first time, which would 


remove any lingering denial of the events earlier in the week. 


The two hours they'd been there had consisted of rehearsal, and putting finishing touches on the demo for 
"Haunted Lullabye", and ever since, they'd been in a holding pattern. Other partial demos depended on Don filling 


gaps in the lyrics, or deciding to send an instrumental for those tracks. 


The debate about potential cover songs had popped back up for ten minutes before the mood turned south, 
quickly. Everyone -even Don -quickly declared the unanimous decision to back off upon feeling the dark clouds 
rolling in over them, and they'd all scattered to different corners of the studio space to take a moment apart, 
with the hope of regrouping and pretending they hadn't even gone there. 


There were a couple of remaining, barely-developed acoustic outlines, including the one Don had showed Reb on 
his first few days, and Reb was willing to jam with Jeff and Mick to start shaping them up, despite his 


reservations to load up on new patterns. 


However, he hadn't planned to push it when they did regroup. He'd noticed that Jeff had seemed a bit off, even 
before the reprising cover song debate. Unusually quiet, and lacking his usual bounce -warning flags that 
seemed to be waving ten times as fast with the arrival of the box he was now sitting over in the middle of 


the recording room floor. 


"There's not really a helpful answer to that question, is there?" Don finally met Reb's eyes with an almost 
apologetic half-smile. "| don't really know what to tell you, Reb. | wish | did | also wish there was a better time 
for this than just getting it over with, but there's really not 


"| guess that's true." Reb's internal frustration toward the decision to bring the mailed box to Jeffs attention 
in the middle of the day slowly began to ebb. It wouldn't have had any less impact at the end of the evening. 
With that, Reb realized it also may have been more likely to trigger nightmares coming closer to the night, and 
Don and Mick certainly knew more about Jeff's patterns with those. 


‘lm just -you know, | don't want to start pushing new ideas and riffs at him if he's not up to working them 


out." 


"Reb, let me tell you something. It's very considerate of you. | appreciate that you're aware of stuff like that. 
We all are. But, before you drive yourself crazy with it, know that there's only so much you can do about 
some things. Knowing him, he'll insist on playing even if he's not okay to. He'll say he is when he's not, and as 
long as its not a situation that's become a real hazard to his health, personally, I've decided it's not really 
worth fighting him about going home and working him up more these days. You're more than welcome to go in 
there and talk to him if you want. | can't help him at this point; he's already told me everything there is to 
know that | didn't see." 


"Is there anything that helps for him, that | can do?" 


‘Ive tried everything | know to help him. After a certain point, it doesn't have much impact coming from the 
same person over and over again. Unless he thinks of something he wants from me and tells me, there's 
nothing else left | can do." Don sighed, before raising an eyebrow at Reb. "But, that all said, you are not me. 
Maybe you can help him. Thats something you're gonna have to find out for yourself.” 


Stepping back into the control room, Reb hesitated awhile, taking an occasional glance through the window. 
Without receiving any request that he leave, or any other sign that Jeff didn't want him around, Reb slowly 
began to walk into the live room, pausing in the threshold, then a step inward, still leaving plenty of opportunity 
for Jeff to tell him off if he preferred to be in privacy. 


But, he didn't, so Reb continued to gradually make his way closer. 


Jeff sat on the floor beside the box over a stack of comic books -mostly Batman -with faded, creased, dog- 
eared pages. Some even had small rips on the edges pieced back together with slippery, Scotch tape strips. 


He glanced up when Reb had made his way halfway over to him, quickly diverted his eyes back down, and 
continued with what Reb could now see was pulling out the books and trying to stack them in order of 
publishing dates, still without any true indication that Reb should leave. As he went, Jeff separated the 
occasional non-Batman book and placed them back in the box at the bottom in a miscellaneous stack of their 


own. 


"That's quite the comic book collection," Reb tried, unsure of how to open up dialogue with Jeff without 


seeming invasive. 


"Yeah, | forgot | had this many." Jeff set another book aside and selected another. "I have some at home, but 
this is actually most of it" 


"That's impressive." Reb tried to get a glance at the side of the box. "Did you not have these for awhile?" 
Jeff shook his head. 


"| used to store these in a box at George's house," he admitted, turning the well-worn pages of a mid-80s 
released book before his eyes, too quickly to really see anything on them, before putting it in a separate stack 
of other books from ‘86. "When we'd get to writing, | would spend the night, and sometimes | would read these 
as a mental break. Usually to settle down for the night to go to sleep, if | wasn't ready to drop by then Part 
of the lawsuit was that he had to send me any of my belongings he had in his house that | hadn't gifted him. 
Mick already put one of my old basses that came back in my car, and some of my portable amps that aren't 
as compatible with guitar are still in transit." 


"Not something that happens too often when you're playing around all day -whether that means on the 
instruments, or goofing off," Reb stated, overlooking the explanation of the lawsuit terms and other belongings. 


"You have some others; how many are you big into?" 


"I think | enjoyed any comic book | got my hands on when | was a kid regardless of who it was. But Batman's 
always been my favorite." Jeff managed a hint of a genuine smile, more driven by nostalgia than anything else. 


"How about you?" 


"| was more of a Marvel kid," Reb admitted, a bit sheepish in not knowing how seriously Jeff took any potential 
rivalry between the two. "Spider-Man was probably my favorite." 


"That still pretty cool," Jeff reassured. "| might have gotten more into those if | didn't have other things | was 


already so focused on. | could only choose so many to commit to." 


"Yeah, | think the same goes for me." Regarding the pile with continued fascination, Reb wondered aloud: "Do 
you look forward to going back through these, now that you have them again?" 


"| guess the Batman ones are what I'm most likely to read nowadays, because | know it well enough that if | 
get back to it after a long time, | can still remember everything going on and it feels like | just put it down a 
few days ago." Jeff picked up an earlier volume and looked it over, contemplating it before placing it down in an 
appropriate stack. "Maybe these could make for good distraction on tougher nights, once | get past where they 


came back from. At least when | create a new meaning for them, just like with everything else.’ 


Reb knew what Jeff meant by that, but there was an apparent lack of bitterness behind it that he usually 
heard. There on the floor beside the large box, surrounded by all the different stacks he was making, Jeff 
looked small and lonely, like he felt lost, reminiscing on all the books he'd once read when George would have 


always been no further than just the next room over -if even that far. 


He wouldn't venture to suggest Jeff was missing George. Jeff was undoubtedly still far from ready to call it 
that. Though he was also undoubtedly feeling George's absence in a different way than he had in quite some 
time. 


Reb then noticed a newer-looking book in the stack, marked for 1991. One that hadn't faded so much, and still 
had glossy pages not worn dull by fingerprints -despite that not being the case for some of the even newer 


ones. 


The front half was in perfect looking condition, but when he started to hand it to Jeff, he found the second 
half of the pages right up to the back cover malformed with a huge crease that no amount of smoothing 
could ever straighten. The back two pages and cover were torn, almost the full length of the page. They 
were not the tiny rips that formed from softened pages and repetitive turning. The two long, shiny Scotch 
tape trails holding each of the damaged pages together weren't enough to hide the jagged lines where the 


content was torn through. 


"What happened to this? Did it get caught up in some luggage on a bus or something?" 


Jeff looked at it and went silent. The stricken, timid look was back again, and he was beginning to fold over 
himself like a scolded puppy. 


"Oh," he murmured uncomfortably after a few short seconds that felt entirely too long. "Oh. This one... 
He gulped, and it traveled so thickly through the air that Reb found himself repeating the action 

Oh-NO.. Ive screwed up. | got in something too personal, and now its worse for him. | should have known.. 

"If it's something bad, you don't have to tell me-" 


"No. Hs probably something | shouldn't try to pretend never happened, like | tried to at the time. | had this 
out in the studio one day, while we were working on Shadowlife. Don tried to confront George on something, 


and George.." 
Reb closed his eyes and winced. 


"I still don't know what was going on with him those last couple of years, but George ripped the book right out 
of my hand -first thing he saw and grabbed | guess -and he threw it at Don's face. This was just the 
damage the book got, and | didn't see if it tore when he took it from me or when he threw it" Jeff sighed as 
he gingerly took the book from Reb and traced his fingers over the lines of tape. "I don't know. | just don't 
think it's really fair to get upset about the book when it probably hurt Don more. Or at least it was intended 
to be that way." 


Deciding he really didn't have anything more empathetic to say, Reb told his thoughts exactly as they were. 
"Jeff, | can't imagine „l'm sorry that happened." 


"IFs alright. Not your fault. Not anyone's fault but his for whatever he's doing to himself" 


Reb could imagine, with Jeffs added thought, but in a way too twisted away from how it had really been for 
Jeff for it to be any consolation to him in feeling less alone in it. All Reb could see was the laughing face of a 
douchebag and Kip's face ridden with darts when he tried to picture the book colliding with Don. But he knew 
well enough to tell himself it hadn't been a laughing matter for anyone in Dokken when it happened -not even 
for George as the one to throw it. And he doubted Jeff felt as cavalier at the time as anyone else in 
Metallica probably had. 


"I'd just gotten this one, brand new too. Come to think of it, | put it back together, but after that, | never 
finished reading it. | skipped the rest and moved on to the next book. ‘Cause | didn't want to see it all torn up 
after that and remember that day, for how ugly it got. In hindsight, it was just another part of trying to 
avoid addressing the problem we had for as long as we could, and that ended up being the worst thing we 


could have done." 


Making note of the identification numbers and date as Jeff placed it down in the stack, Reb made an inside 
decision to himself that when Christmas rolled around, if they planned to do any exchange within the band and 
he didn't have a better idea, he would be getting another copy of that comic book for Jeff, if he could find 
one. Not to replace the one he had, but to allow Jeff to finish reading it without being reminded on every 
page of the second half of what had happened. 

Quietly taking a deep breath, Reb guarded himself for any potential backfire worse than the minor one he'd hit. 
"Jeff?" 

"Yeah?" 

"How are you?" 

Jeff smiled weakly and shook his head. 

‘lm here, right? l'm alive. Physically, I'm not hurt. Everyone's been in pretty good agreement today; tension's 
low. We had a great time playing through the last track this morning. It should be a great day, right? It is - 
that's what | tell myself. And a lot of the time, that is true.” 

Reb frowned, knowing Jeff knew his implied request for the truth, and what was coming. 

‘Sometimes, though, that's not enough, even when it should be, by all logic." 


"Of course it's not," Reb insisted. "Hell, Jeff, I'm no stranger to this, so I'm not one to talk!" 


Jeff tried to smile again, but this time, it was another one of those grimaces that came when he didn't have 


the strength to pull his lips up into it. 


"| don't know, Reb. Something about today wasn't right, even before this arrived. Like anyone else here, I'll try 
to push through, and see if something turns it around. Because sometimes, something does, but..." 


Trailing off with a laugh, Jeff shook his head, before finally making a true admission 
lm not doing too great..." 

| had a feeling, Reb mused, knowing the brief silence he heard was only a pause. 
"This is hard" 


"Today has been pretty easy-going for me," Reb admitted, with some hesitation in feeling bad that it was far 
from true for Jeff. "I can probably get along working with Don and Mick on my own again today, if you need 


time. Or, | can probably get them agree to letting us work on our own if that would help. Or anything else -let 


me know." 


"Reb, you are one person l'm not going to ask or expect you to solve every problem whenever l'm having an 
off day." Jeff slapped a hand down on another comic book. "That's like expecting you to do more than these 


guys can do, without being in a fantasy world and having fantasy-world powers." 


"I am one person," Reb repeated, recalling their conversation, not too long ago. "You also are only one person 


Same is true for Don and Mick." 


"And one person can't just change the world,” Jeff finished, once again laughing the laugh he'd had while holding 
back tears on the terrible day before the court date, while recounting the lyrics for another song they'd been 
drafting with Don the previous day. 


"They can start it, but they won't get there without some help," Reb added. "Really, two isn't much better 
than one, but, it's gotta be something?" 


"It is. Amazing how far it's gotten us, in spite of it all," Jeff tried. "Considering | still haven't even managed to 
get ahold of Don and Mick to discuss what we talked about a couple days ago, going forward." 


"Well, | think its best | stick it out in the studio for the demos, anyway." Especially being down one of the most 
important tools I had.. "It really shouldn't be any different, anyway. What you told me a few days ago -all that 

still goes for you, too." Reb sighed, recalling it was only the second time he'd been present when Jeff had been 
told as such, compared to the times Jeff and Mick had been quick to reassure him. "I kind of suck at it, to be 

honest, but one of us is going to have to give up this sort of unintended battle to always be ready to help and 
not need it, if we both know that we do." 


"Funny, | guess it has become that." 


And | guess if we can't fix it, we'll just struggle together, | guess, until we can figure something else out. If | 
can't do anything else to fix something, I'd hope | could at least be moral support, for whatever it's worth, 
since | at least think it's done something for me." 


‘Moral support." Jeff cracked up. As silly as that term could sound to him at times, it did have its merits - 


more than ever, it seemed. 


"How about | go find Mick, and ask if he wants to take a look at that other demo we worked on a couple weeks 
ago?" Reb could already imagine the key shift he'd created with Jeff could have an even greater surge of 
feeling behind it with the right percussive impact, and was wondering if going back to it would have some sort 


of cathartic effect for Jeff, if he eventually did feel up to joining in for distraction through playing. 


"Since Don's working on lyrics right now, | can still work with Mick on what we have on tape here, and if and 


when you're feeling up to it, you can join us? And if Don decides to be a part of it, even better." 


"That's fair, if you feel up to that," Jeff agreed, finally shifting the books back into the box in their proper 
order. "| think I'll start by taking these out to my car, and while | don't really expect it to happen, I'll hope | can 
try to walk back in here in a better state of mind” 


After Jeff made his labored, but swift exit with the box loaded with nostalgia from mostly-easier days, Reb 
crossed the threshold into the control room. He lingered for a moment, to play back on one of their recording 


system the progress he and Jeff had made so far on the demo, just to refresh himself before seeking out 


Mick. 


However, rather than focusing on the audio from a past day playing back to him, his mind shifted to replay 
bits and pieces of the conversation he'd just had with Jeff. 


An old lyric from a song he'd heard several times over his childhood floated into Reb's head as he stood there, 


once again, for a moment, there by himself. 


One is the loneliest number, that youll ever do. 


Two can be as bad as one, its the loneliest number since the number one.. 
"Hey, Reb! Are you good in here, man?" 


Mick's booming voice was nearly enough to make Reb jump a foot in the air, coming up behind him, but in that 


moment he realized he was doubly happy to see Mick as he would have been just minutes before. 
There was still a chance Don would would meet him with rejection, but seeing no source of doubt within his 
own mind -it was relatable to everyone, and it checked all the boxes for being what they needed and not being 


what they aimed to avoid -Reb felt a flicker of hope light up inside him. 


Maybe, if nothing else, there would be one good thing to come out of the day, and there would be an end, 
rather than continued stalemate to their debate after all. 


"Hey! | think | might have an idea." 


